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This dissertation analyzes how the motif of the “morbid genius” became a central concept 
for the formation of the literary field in 1910s and 1920s Japan. Writers deployed the idea that 
artistic creativity is a form of mental abnormality in order to carve a privileged space for 
themselves as “modern authors,” at a time when literary writing was becoming professionalized. 
Psychological abnormality offered both a mark of modernity, as well as a set of aesthetic, 
medical and political discourses to legitimize a notion of literary value based on the artist's 
unique experience of the world. This discourse of uniqueness was often contrasted with the logic 
of economic profit, as if the authors' abnormality were proof that their works had value beyond 
the price they commanded as a commodity in the mass cultural market. However, it was 
precisely this configuration of literary value as extra-economical that made possible the creation 
of a privileged space for literature within the cultural economy of value. 
Chapter 1 traces the origins of medicalized concepts of “morbid genius” and their 
reception and development in modern Japan. I argue that by the 1910s, psychological 
abnormality had become naturalized in Japan as a key feature of “modern literature.” Next, I 
look at the circulation of biographical literature on 19th-century European artists in Japan. While 
relatively rare before, modern artists become the dominant subject in biographical literature 
 
published after 1914. This interest in the lives of European artists appears actually at the same 
time that their works became widely available in translation, establishing a very close connection 
between their oeuvre and their pathological diagnosis. The rest of the chapter is devoted to the 
discussions of artistic pathology in the popular psychology journal Hentai shinri (Abnormal 
Psychology, 1917-1926), both in the form of “pathographies” of 19th-century European artists, 
and in writings by 1920s Japanese authors on their own experiences with psychological 
abnormality. 
Chapter 2 focuses on the early works of Tanizaki Jun'ichirō (1886-1965), looking 
specifically at stories that explore the moral and aesthetic implications of the ideal of the 
“morbid genius” in the context of the modern cultural market. I interpret Tanizaki's use of 
psychological abnormality motifs as an attempt to construct a model of artistic development that 
is markedly different from established narratives of bourgeois and academic success, exploring 
an idea of artistic value as originated in the unique psyche of the artist. Tanizaki’s texts highlight 
the ambivalent position of the modern artist by focusing on protagonists who waver between the 
lure of the “morbid genius” image, and the need to participate in the economic exchange of the 
cultural market to achieve recognition as artists. 
Chapter 3 is devoted to the early writings of Satō Haruo (1892-1964). I analyze his 
utopian theory of art as a path towards one’s “highest self,” and a space of resistance against the 
uniformization of human experience and alienation from one’s labor brought by the industrial 
economy. Against this background, I highlight in his fiction the contradictory interplay between 
the unique morbid sensibility of artists, and the demands of their professional position in the 
modern economy. To close, I propose Satō's 1920s writings about Taiwan as an endpoint for this 
utopian project, when his fascination with abnormal creativity encounters the harsh realities of 
 
colonial violence. 
Chapter 4 looks at the works of Akutagawa Ryūnosuke (1892-1927). I understand 
Akutagawa's experiments with fragmented narrative form as an extension of his interest in 
abnormal perception, and not as the crisis of a previously unproblematic and self-contained 
“modern artist.” Akutagawa's historical fiction and critical texts, as well as his obsession with the 
risk of an inherited madness, show that his idea of the “modern artist” was always based on 
liminal figures that struggled with the taxing demands of artistic activity. I close the chapter with 
Akutagawa’s re-telling of the life of Christ, to consider how the discourse of abnormal genius, 
and artistic labor by extension, gains an existential dimension when used to re-interpret the New 
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Mental Abnormality and the Modern Literary Field 
 
In the December 1, 1917 entry of his “Jiyū nikki” (“Free Diary”), future Nobel Prize 
winning author Kawabata Yasunari (1899-1972) wrote: “I read Mr. Sawada [Junjirō]’s Hentai 
seiyokuron (Abnormal Sexuality).1 I read [Cesare] Lombroso’s Tensairon (On Genius).2 I find 
quite a resonance in both of them. I must accept that several of those traits exist within me.”3 
Since Lombroso's book was a detailed scientific explanation of genius as a form of neurosis, 
finding abnormal psychological traits within himself helped the teenage Kawabata assuage his 
fears that he may not be a literary genius, of which he writes at length in other sections of his 
high school diaries. Even if it eventually led to madness, psychological abnormality was for him 
a necessary byproduct of literary talent. 
Twenty-five years earlier, and inspired by Lombroso's work, Austro-Hungarian critic 
Max Nordau's Entartung (Degeneration),4 had included the French novelist Émile Zola (1840-
1902) in a long list of contemporary European writers and artists who presented symptoms of 
                                                 
1 Habuto Eiji and Sawada Junjirō, Shun'yōdō, 1915. The place of publication of all Japanese books cited is Tokyo, 
unless specifically noted. 
2 Genio e follia, Milano: Giuseppe Chiusi, 1864. With further expanded editions in 1872, 1877, 1882, 1888, 1894. 
Kawabata refers to the Japanese translation by Tsuji Jun, published by Uetake shoin in 1914. 
3 Kawabata Yasunari Zenshū, Supplement 1, Shinchōsha, 1984, p. 445. All translations are mine, except when 
otherwise noted. 




psychological abnormality. Far from finding in this diagnosis a soothing proof of his own genius, 
Zola turned to the psychiatrist Édouard Toulouse (1865-1947) to produce a complete medical 
study that would prove his healthy condition. Accepting Nordau's diagnosis would mean for Zola 
to call into question the value of his work as serious literature. The results of Dr. Toulouse 
investigation would be eventually published under the title Enquête médico-psychologique sur la 
supériorité intellectuelle: Émile Zola (Medical and Psychological Study on Intellectual 
Superiority: Émile Zola).5 
Beyond their individual circumstance, Kawabata and Zola's wildly different reactions to 
the idea of being psychologically abnormal provide a useful illustration of how different the 
relationship between the ideas of artistic talent and psychological abnormality was in the 
contexts of 1890s France and 1910s Japan. What was a serious insult to Zola, one that could be 
answered only in the language of science, was an asset to young Kawabata, eager to find in the 
privileged space of European medical discourse some legitimizing proof of his budding artistic 
talent. Lombroso and Nordau's books gained new meanings in 20th-century Japan because, in the 
twenty year interim between their publication in Europe and their translation in Japan, the works 
they studied had earned the category of modern classics, and the authors they diagnosed had 
become models for every young aspiring modern artist. In modern Japan, translations of 
European literature brought over not only literary techniques and topoi, but also specific ideas 
about authorship and models of how to embody them. 
 
                                                 




This dissertation analyzes how the motif of the “morbid genius”6 became a central 
concept for the formation of the literary field in modern Japan. The texts I study cover the years 
between 1914 and 1927, but the issues at stake are much larger, as that is the historical period 
that saw literary fiction becoming established as cultural commodity with independent value. I 
argue that Japanese writers deployed the idea that artistic creativity is a form of mental 
abnormality in order to carve a privileged space for themselves as “modern authors,” at a time 
when literary writing was becoming professionalized. Psychological abnormality offered both a 
mark of modernity, as well as a set of aesthetic, medical and political discourses to legitimize a 
notion of literary value based on the artist's unique experience of the world. 
This discourse of uniqueness was often contrasted with the logic of economic profit, as if 
the author's abnormality were proof that his work had value beyond the price it commanded as a 
commodity in the mass cultural market. However, it was precisely this configuration of literary 
value as extra-economical that made possible the creation of a privileged space for high culture 
within the cultural economy of value. The appearance of the professional writer owed as much to 
this ideological operation of value attribution, as to the rise of a mass audience within the 
framework of the industrial consumer economy. 
As Niklas Luhmann has shown, it is precisely the structural coupling of the artistic and 
the economic systems that leads to a sharpening of their distinction, and the establishing of a 
particular concept of artistic value.7 This process was not carried out exclusively by editors and 
booksellers, but also by authors themselves, who thematized extensively in their works the 
                                                 
6 I use the term “morbid” in the medical sense of “indicative of disease.” In the cases I will discuss in this 
dissertation, the exact nature of this “disease” encompasses a wide range of phenomena, from temporary 
hallucinations to severe mental illness.  




struggles to define literary value and build one's social persona as a writer around it. In the words 
of Pierre Bourdieu, “the field of cultural production is the site of struggles in which what is at 
stake is the power to impose the dominant definition of the writer and therefore to delimit the 
population of those entitled to take part in the struggle to define the writer.”8 
In my analysis, I take the “modern author” less as an entity than a historically contingent 
category created in interaction with the market, a function within a system of multimedia 
practices of reading mediated by writers, publishers, critics and readers. I am interested in 
analyzing the particular regime within the modern literary field that created the category of 
“author” as well as its historical specificity. In early 20th-century Japan, the “modern author” 
was the product of shifting networks of discourse that questioned who and what an author was, 
and what it meant to be modern. The “author” was an unstable category, continually appropriated, 
and reshaped by writers themselves, critics, the public, and the media, in a contest for the 
authority to define the nature and function of literature, and its producers, in contemporary 
society.  
Early twentieth-century Japan had seen a significant growth in the availability of venues 
for publication for young writers. The generation that sparked a new wave of dōjin zasshi 
(coterie magazines) in 1909-1910, launching Subaru (The Pleiades, 1909-1913), Mita bungaku 
(Mita literature, 1910-present), the second era of Shinshichō (New Currents of Thought, 1910-
1911), and Shirakaba (White Birch, 1910-1923), found that, as the decade progressed, more and 
more general-interest magazines such as Chūō kōron (Central Review, 1887-present) were keen 
to publish their works and offer them to a wider audience, beyond the community of elite 
                                                 




students and writers that had been simultaneously authors and audience of earlier coterie 
magazines. This interest was accompanied by a sharp growth in manuscript prices, especially 
after the appearance in the market of Kaizō (1919-1944 and 1946-1955) and Kaihō (1919-1922), 
two monthly magazines with leftist leanings that published fiction as well as articles on current 
social issues.9 The ensuing growth in the demand for works of fiction offered an unprecedented 
number of authors a real chance to earn a living from their writings.10 
At the same time, the publication of new novels by relatively unknown writers became 
commercially viable. Conditions were changing rapidly in 1910s Japan. The early years of the 
decade saw a significant boom in the circulation of modern Western literature in translation, 
particularly through collections such as Kindai seiyō bungei sōsho (Library of Modern Western 
Literature, Hakubunkan, 12 volumes, 1913-1916), Kindai meicho bunko (Library of Modern 
Great Works, 8 volumes, Shinchōsha, 1913-1914), and Seiyō taicho monogatari sōsho (Library 
of Western Great Works of Narrative, 5 volumes, Shinchōsha, 1914). They quickly opened the 
way for similar collections of Japanese “modern classics” from the Meiji era, like Daihyōteki 
meisaku senshū (Selected Collection of Representative Great Works, 44 volumes, Shinchōsha, 
1914-1926) or Meika kessakushū (Collected Masterpieces by Eminent Authors, Shun'yōdō, 14 
volumes, 1916-1921).11 
                                                 
9 See Yamamoto Yoshiaki, “Keizai katsudō to shite no ‘bungaku’,” in Bungakusha wa tsukurareru, Hitsuji shobō, 
2000, p. 208.  
10 For an almost contemporary comparison of the dramatic change in the standard of living of writers in the late 
1910s, see Nakamura Murao, “Bungakusha seikatsu no ima-mukashi,” Shinchō, May 1933. Nakamura remembers 
how before “the boom [kōkei-ki] around 1916 -1917,” the only writer who could afford season-appropriate clothing 
was “Uchida Roan, who worked at [department store and bookshop] Maruzen.” Even popular writers like Tokuda 
Shūsei found themselves forced to “pawn off their clothes every year, and could not reclaim them until they had 
received their next manuscript fees.” 
11 For detailed descriptions of these and many other literature collections, see Kōno Toshirō, Taishōki no bungei 




The growing public demand for fiction soon motivated publishers to start collections of 
new authors, like Shinshin sakka sōsho (Library of New Writers, 45 volumes, Shinchōsha, 1917-
1925), and Shinkō bungei sōsho (Library of New Literature, 18 volumes, Shun'yōdō, 1917-1921). 
As the titles of these collections show, not only literary works, but writers themselves were 
beginning to become commodified as “new” products that competed for the attention of the 
consumer. Publishers started to see authors as potential brands to be managed and circulated. 
Authors were signed not only as creators of already existing texts, but as investments in future 
texts that would keep the attention of the public, once the author's brand was established.12 
The success of Ema Shū’s (1889-1975) second novel Junansha (The Sufferers, 1916), 
with its blend of romantic story and anti-war message, encouraged Shinchōsha to aggressively 
market young unknown authors. Shinchōsha's efforts were rewarded very soon, as Chijō (The 
Earth, 1919), a long four-volume novel by a complete newcomer named Shimada Seijirō (1899-
1930), became the biggest best-seller of the young century. In less than a decade, Japanese 
writers had seen the creation of a new path to literary fame. Shimada's overnight success story 
proved that it was no longer necessary to follow the established route of seeking the protection of 
an established author, publishing short pieces in small coterie journals, and waiting for the 
recognition of other writers and critics publishing in similar venues. 
Writers were forced to respond to the new conditions of producing and marketing their 
work and themselves, for the modern publishing industry had made the author a public, media-
generated figure. Mediated versions of the writers produced by critics, reporters, and the writers 
themselves filled Japanese journals and newspapers. Besides serializations of their work, writers 
                                                 
12 For a description of a very similar process in Europe see Norman N. Feltes, Literary Capital and the Late 




were asked to contribute essays, reviews, travel narratives and assorted musings. They were also 
the object of interviews (danwa), transcribed conversations (taidan), questionnaires (ankeeto) 
about the most mundane questions (“What is your favorite food to eat in the summer?” or “What 
is your pet peeve?” are real examples), and reportage-like features on their houses and family 
life.13 This combination of public and private scenes introduced the mass audience to an 
increasingly complex and vivid set of ideas about what a writer was. 
In addition to being a creator of artistic products, the writer had become a commodity as 
well, a personality to be consumed. Photographic portraits of authors became ubiquitous in 
journals and books, as technologies for reproducing visual images improved. Even cinema was 
deployed to disseminate the commodified author, as in the example of the 1926 film Gendai 
Nihon bungaku junrei (A Pilgrimage Through Contemporary Japanese Literature), created to 
accompany the national lecture tours by famous writers as part of the advertising efforts for the 
sale of Kaizōsha's collection Gendai Nihon bungaku zenshū (Complete Works of Contemporary 
Japanese Literature). 
It is important to notice that, in early twentieth-century Japan, the notion of writers as 
artists was still a matter of contention. The very ideas of “art” and “artist” were far from univocal, 
since they had been first introduced in the early 1870s, as translations of Western concepts.14 
The language used in critical debates was being configured at the same time as these debates 
were taking place. Any discussion of “art” in the early decades of modern Japan was clearly a 
creative endeavor, effectively producing and configuring through critical discourse the object it 
                                                 
13 For the imbrication of writers in the world of modern Japanese mass media see Marcus, Marvin, Paragons of the 
Ordinary: The Biographical Literature of Mori Ōgai, Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1993, p. 35-58. 
14 See Satō Dōshin, Modern Japanese Art and the Meiji State: The Politics of Beauty, tr. Hiroshi Nara, Los Angeles: 





It is in this unstable context that literature, and specifically prose fiction, came to be 
configured as an “art.”15 Prose fiction was obviously not new in modern Japan, and had 
developed a sizeable industry during the Edo period (1603-1868), but the idea of “literary fiction” 
(prose fiction with an “artistic value” beyond mere entertainment) was still very much in 
contention, and fed on the still-developing conceptualization of the larger notion of “art.”16 
When critic and Shakespeare scholar Tsubouchi Shōyō declares in the opening lines of his 
groundbreaking Shōsetsu shinzui (The Essence of the Novel, 1885-86) that the novel is art 
(bijutsu), he refers for his definition of the concept to the 1882 lecture “Bijutsu shinsetsu” (“The 
True Meaning of Art”) by American art historian Ernest Fenollosa.17 The very word bijutsu had 
been coined a mere decade prior in 1872, to translate the list of categories of exhibits invited to 
the Vienna World Exhibition of 1873.18 This interest in exploring the position of literature 
within art is also reflected in a significant corpus of 1890s fiction about the lives of artisans.19 
The 1920s boom of the enpon (“one-yen book,” inexpensive mass-produced paperbacks) 
                                                 
15 For the changing values of the word “literature” (bungaku) in modern Japan see Suzuki Sadami, The Concept of 
"Literature" in Japan, tr. Royall Tyler, Kyoto: International Research Center for Japanese Studies, 2006. 
16 The instability of later classifications such as “pure literature” (junbungaku) vs. “mass literature” (taishū 
bungaku) bears witness to the fact that the distinction between artistic and entertainment value in fiction has always 
been a contentious matter. 
17 Fenollosa was at the time professor of philosophy, politics and economics at the Imperial University at Tokyo. 
While the lecture was originally given in English to the Ryūchikai (Dragon Pond Society), a group of aristocrats and 
conservatives dedicated to the study of traditional Japanese art, Fenollosa's ideas achieved wide circulation in a 
Japanese translation published in pamphlet form the same year of 1882. 
18 The translators appended a note that glossed the term as follows: “'Music, painting, sculpture, poetry, and so on 
are called bijutsu in the West.” See Kitazawa Noriaki, Kyōkai no bijutsushi: “Bijutsu” keiseishi nooto, 
Hatsubaimoto Seiunsha, 2000, p. 9. 
19 Examples include Higuchi Ichiyō's “Umoregi” (“Buried Wood,” 1892) and Koda Rōhan's “Fūryūbutsu” (“The 





would not have been possible if literature had not become codified as a new valuable artistic 
commodity in the preceding decade, ready to be incorporated to the cultural repertoire of the 
middle class.20 Here it is important to emphasize that mass commercialization did not occur as a 
separate process from the creation of literature as a category. It was not a case of the market 
appropriating an already-formed product, and cheapening it for mass consumption. The very idea 
that literary texts possessed a unique value, irreducible to a moral, religious or scholarly content, 
but also different from simple entertainment, was born out of the process of configuring 
literature as a commodity within the cultural industry. The category of “pure literature” 
(junbungaku) was configured together with “mass literature” (taishū bungaku), institutionalized 
by publishers and literary prizes from the mid-1920s. Conceptualizing “pure literature” as a 
practice untouched by economic concerns was a significant part of what made “literature” itself 
commodifiable, and an essential part of modern cultural capital. 
The relative stabilization of literature as a cultural commodity in the late 1920s brought 
with it a significant decline in the ubiquity of the “morbid genius” narrative among Japanese 
writers. For one, as the value of literature became somewhat normalized within the cultural 
repertoire of the middle class, so did the position of the writer as modern professional. Also, 
writers began working closely with mass entertainment industries such as cinema, leading to a 
new negotiation of their position as producers within the cultural market. Lastly, new discourses 
such as pyschoanalysis brought about a certain pathologization of everyday experience, that 
reshaped the very concept of psychological abnormality away from the figure of the morbid 
                                                 
20 For the value of enpon collections as symbols of education and social status see Mack, Edward, Manufacturing 
Modern Japanese Literature: Publishing, Prizes, and the Ascription of Literary Value, Durham: Duke University 






This dissertation is divided in four chapters. In the first one, I trace the origins of 
medicalized concepts of “morbid genius” and their reception and development in modern Japan. 
I argue that, in early 20th-century Japan, studies such as Lombroso and Nordau's were read as 
descriptions of the modern condition, which became identified with a particular form of 
morbidity. By the 1910s, psychological abnormality had become naturalized in Japan as a key 
feature of “modern literature.” As a second avenue of dissemination of the idea of the “morbid 
genius” I look at the circulation of biographical literature on 19th-century European artists in 
Japan. While relatively rare before, modern artists become the dominant subject in biographical 
literature published after 1914. This interest in the lives of European artists appears actually at 
the same time that their works became widely available in translation, establishing a very close 
connection between their oeuvre and their pathological diagnosis. As an example of the 
persistence of these ideas into the 1920s, I devote the rest of the chapter to the popular 
psychology journal Hentai shinri (Abnormal Psychology, 1917-1926) and its discussions of 
modern literature and art. I argue that the idea of the modern artist as mentally abnormal not only 
retained a privileged position, but was reinterpreted to understand the morbid as the very source 
of artistic creativity. 
In the second chapter I focus on the early works of Tanizaki Jun'ichirō (1886-1965), 
looking specifically at stories in which the main character is an artist. I read his works as 
experimental pieces for the young Tanizaki to explore the moral and aesthetic implications of the 
ideal of the “morbid genius” in the context of the modern cultural market. I interpret Tanizaki's 




development that is markedly different from established narratives of bourgeois and academic 
success. Tanizaki's stories explore the idea of artistic value as originated in the unique abnormal 
psyche of the artist, contrasting it with values based on institutional recognition or volume of 
commercial sales. Far from turning into idealistic proclamations, these texts highlight the 
ambivalent position of the modern artist by focusing on protagonists who waver between the lure 
of the “morbid genius” image, and the need to participate in the economic exchange of the 
cultural market to achieve recognition as artists. 
The third chapter is devoted to the early writings of Satō Haruo (1892-1964). I start by 
analyzing Satō's utopian theory of artistic activity as a path towards an individual's “highest self,” 
and a space of resistance against the uniformization of human experience and alienation of 
modern individuals from their labor brought by the industrial economy. In my analysis of his 
fiction, I propose a reading that highlights the interplay between the unique morbid sensibility of 
their artist protagonists, and the demands of their professional position in the modern economy. I 
finish the chapter by looking at Satō's 1920s writings about Taiwan, to show how they dramatize 
the shock experienced by an idealistic writer, when his utopian aesthetics and fascination with 
abnormal creativity encounter the harsh realities of colonial violence. 
The fourth and last chapter looks at the works of Akutagawa Ryūnosuke (1892-1927). I 
analyze the importance of the morbid both in Akutagawa's self-understanding as an author, as 
well as for his modernist engagement with cinematic language. I understand Akutagawa's 
experiments with fragmented narrative form as an extension of his interest in abnormal 
perception, and not as the crisis of a previously unproblematic and self-contained “modern artist.” 
Akutagawa's historical fiction and critical texts, as well as his obsession with the risk of an 




that struggled with the taxing demands of artistic activity. I close the chapter with the very last 
text Akutagawa wrote before his suicide, a life of Christ titled “Saihō no hito” (“The Man from 
the West,” 1927), to consider how the discourse of abnormal genius, and artistic labor by 
extension, gains an existential dimension as Akutagawa uses it to re-interpret the New Testament 
and celebrate artists like Strindberg and Poe as “christs who came after him.”21 
                                                 









Madness as Modernity: 
Genius Theory and the Birth of the Modern Author 
 
1.1 Introduction 
In his 1926 monograph Hentai sakkashi (History of Abnormal Writers), the critic Itō Ken 
(1895-1945) could assert confidently: “[the genius] is a degenerate (henshitsusha) in the 
psychological sense, a sort of mental illness, a subspecies of madness. [...] That geniuses are 
mentally ill is a fact nobody doubts now.”1 Although it may seem counterintuitive, in early 20th-
century Japan not only did many writers agree with that diagnosis, but they also embraced the 
idea of mental illness as a feature around which to build their public artistic personae. In this 
chapter I will analyze how this discourse of the genius as mentally ill was configured, what 
medical sources it used, what kind of narratives it produced, and how it shaped ideas about 
modernity, creativity and artistic value. 
The idea that creative people were somewhat different from their fellow humans was not 
unheard of in premodern Japan. In the late 18th-century Ban Kōkei's (1733-1806) collection 
                                                 




Kinsei kijinden (Eccentrics of Recent Times),2 popularized the figure of the brilliant eccentric 
through a series of biographical sketches of poets, monks, recluses and tea masters. Ban's book 
sparked a “kijin boom” that would last for decades, including titles like Santō Kyōden's Kinsei 
kisekikō (Thoughts on Eccentric Deeds of Recent Times, 1804), Takeuchi Gengen'ichi's Haikai 
kijindan (Accounts of Eccentric Haikai Poets, 1816) or Okada Chōken's Kinsei itsujin gashi 
(History of Paintings by Eccentrics of Recent Times, 1824). 
Unlike 20th-century representations of the abnormal artist, kijin eccentrics were 
characterized by their behavior, not their physiology. Kijin were defined by a willingness to 
scorn conventional social mores and pursue their trade with an abandonment and intensity that 
made them into models of righteousness. 3  While similar in some aspects, 20th-century 
representations of the abnormal genius were rooted in a medicalized idea of artistic creativity 
that linked the unique abilities of the genius to abnormal physiological phenomena related to 
nerves and perception. This understanding of the human psyche stems from the development of 
“biological psychiatry” in the second half of the 19th century, a model which sought to correlate 
symptoms to neurological findings, and focused on brain anatomy and in the genetic roots of 
mental illness.4 In short, abnormal genius was something one was, not something one did. 
This difference in focus in the representations of the creative genius may also be related, 
in the case of writers, to changes in the way literary value was conceptualized. In specific terms, 
this had to do with the importance of learning and talent for the production of literary texts. In 
                                                 
2 Kyoto: Hayashi Bunkindō, 1790. The success of the book prompted Ban to publish a sequel in 1798. 
3 For the use of eccentrics as moral exemplars in premodern Japan see W. Puck Brecher. The Aesthetics of 
Strangeness: Eccentricity and Madness in Early Modern Japan, Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2013. 
4 See Shorter, Edward, A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac, New York: John 




premodern Japan literature, and especially prose fiction, often needed to bolster its claims to 
value by stressing its links to scholarly pursuits such as history and Confucian morals. The 
gesaku author Takizawa Bakin (1767-1848) would criticize his contemporaries for failing to 
match these standards in his review of Edo-era fiction Kinsei mono no hon Edo sakusha burui 
(Modern Fiction: A Classification of Edo Authors, 1834).5 Bakin dismisses authors like Shikitei 
Sanba (1776-1822), saying that he had talent (saishi) but not learning (gakumon), and Ryūtei 
Tanehiko (1783-1842), because although he had unique talent (kyōsai), but not academic ability 
(gakuryoku). In both cases, Bakin implies that the authors' lack of learning somehow prevented 
their creations from achieving their full potential as literary texts. The repeated contrast of talent 
(sai) as inferior to learning (gaku) indicates that the former was not considered enough to sustain 
one's identity as an author, or to grant value to one's writings. 
By the 1900s, however, the value hierarchy for talent and learning had been inverted. 
Ideas like Kitamura Tōkoku's (1868-1894) “inner life” (naibu seimei) or Takayama Chogyū's 
(1871-1902) “individualism” (kojinshugi) advocated a privileged connection between literature 
and the individual self of the creator. Literary expression was both born out of this “self” and a 
means to grasp its “truth”.6 In his 1907 article “Ronbun no san yōken” (“The Three Necessary 
Elements of Composition”),7 the essayist Kōtoku Shūsui could argue that argumentative writing 
(ronbun) required learning, but “in the case of poetry and belles lettres (bibun) an uneducated 
(mugaku) person can also produce great work.” Just from observing the interactions of men and 
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women through the window of one’s room, Shūsui explains, one can produce “great literature.”8 
In a complete reversal to the model illustrated in Bakin's analysis above, literature is 
characterized precisely as an activity that does not require learning, but depends on the particular 
powers of observation of its individual creator. 
By conceptualizing the value of literature as something derived from the author's unique 
self, these new ideas helped the dissemination of a “morbid genius” narrative predicated on the 
essential difference between artistic creators and the common person. What is more, the growing 
interest in the exploration of “interiority” through literary expression found a match in the rich 
corpus of psychological studies of writers produced in 19th-century Europe.9 Finally, the new 
emphasis on authenticity created the expectation of a strong link between authors' life experience 
and aesthetic expression, facilitating the confusion of the biographical and the fictional as related 
facets of the same “artistic life.” 
 
1.2 A Nervous Civilization 
Early 20th-century Japan was primed to accept the notion that artists were 
psychologically abnormal by the wide dissemination in the 1900s of the idea of neurasthenia 
(shinkei suijaku). Neurasthenia, or nervous weakness, was a nebulously-defined medical 
condition that was considered to be the inevitable result of experiencing the full brunt of modern 
civilization in intellectual workers. This idea was not original to Japan, and became a significant 
cultural phenomenon in other countries and times, such as the United States in the late 19th-
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century, but in 1900s Japan it developed into a powerful set of associated assumptions about 
modernity and artistic creativity. 
Since the early 1800s there had been scientists interested in the particular mental 
pathologies developed by modern “workers of the brain.” French doctor Joseph-Henri Reveillé-
Parise (1782-1852) published in 1834 the informatively titled Physiologie et hygiène des hommes 
livrés aux travaux de l'esprit ou, Recherches sur le physique et le moral, les habitudes, les 
maladies et le régime des gens de lettres, artistes, savants, hommes d'état, jurisconsultes, 
administrateurs, etc., (Physiology and Hygiene of Men Devoted to Intellectual Work, or 
Research on the Physique and Morals, the Habits, the Illnesses and the Regimes of People of 
Letters, Artists, Sages, Statesmen, Legal Experts, Administrators, etc.), in which he detailed the 
particular illnesses intellectual workers were most prone to, including ailments that could lead to 
madness.10  
In the 1880s, American neurologist George Miller Beard (1839-1883) popularized the 
term “neurasthenia” in his books A Practical Treatise on Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia): Its 
Symptoms, Nature, Sequences, Treatment, 11  and American Nervousness: Its Causes and 
Consequences.12 His concept of neurasthenia was based on the popular notion that human 
beings had a finite amount of “nervous energy” that could be invested properly in work and 
reproduction, or wasted in gambling and masturbation, thus leading to moral and physical 
dissipation. Beard's key innovation was applying the term to cases where a sensitive individual 
was overtaxed to exhaustion by the barrage of stimuli that defined modernity: “The phrase 
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modern civilization is used with emphasis, for civilization alone does not cause nervousness. [...] 
The modern differ from the ancient civilizations mainly in these five elements — steam power, 
the periodical press, the telegraph, the sciences, and the mental activity of women. When 
civilization, plus these five factors, invades any nation, it must carry nervousness and nervous 
diseases along with it.”13 
Neurasthenia achieved “epidemic”14 status by the late 19th century among the wealthier 
in the United States. Middle-class patients accepted it because it allowed them to receive 
treatment for perceived mental disorders without fear of being branded as genetically defective 
(and consequently inflicting a taint on their family line), since “nervous illness was thought for 
the most part to be noninheritable and thus nonstigmatizing.” 15  This meant also that 
neurasthenics were also treated in the psychiatrist's private practice, and not locked up in the 
mental asylum, which provided obvious incentives both to patient and doctor to seek that 
particular diagnosis. Additionally, it helped reinforce one's class identity since it was thought to 
affect only “workers of the mind” (a manual laborer with similar symptoms would have been 
simply considered lazy), and result from a refined nervous sensitivity that was markedly urban, 
Anglo-Saxon and Protestant in nature.16 
Beard's theories were introduced in Japanese medical literature almost immediately, in 
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the 1880s, and the translation of “neurasthenia” would eventually fall on the construction shinkei 
suijaku (nervous weakness), a term that had been introduced during the Edo era in medical 
literature on European neurology.17 By the 1900s, shinkei suijaku had become such a prevalent 
topic of discussion in Japan that it was branded as a “national disease,” understood as an 
inevitable condition for those intellectual workers who were at the forefront of the modernization 
process.18 A 1902 article on the topic in the general-interest magazine Taiyō includes the subtitle 
“Operators, writers, government officials and students must read this,” prominently identifying 
those considered at risk of suffering from shinkei suijaku.19  Even medical journals like 
Shinkeigaku zasshi (Journal of Neurology) defined it as an illness of “people of culture.”20 
Just as Beard's “American nervousness” had been conceptualized as an ailment that 
reflected the effects of modernity in the particular context of the United States, shinkei suijaku 
became a symbol for a particularly Japanese experience of modernization. The novelist Natsume 
Sōseki (1867-1916) provided a famous formulation for this idea in his lecture “Gendai Nihon no 
kaika” (“The Civilization of Modern Japan”), delivered in Wakayama in August 1911: 
If the Westerners, whose mental and physical powers far surpass ours, took a hundred 
years to get where they are now and we were able to reach that point in less than half that 
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time […], then we could certainly boast of an astounding intellectual accomplishment, 
but we would also succumb to an incurable nervous breakdown (shinkei suijaku); we 
would fall by the wayside gasping for breath. And this is in no way farfetched. If you 
stop and think about it, a nervous breakdown is exactly what most university professors 
end up with after ten years of hard work. The healthy ones are merely phony scholars, or 
if that's putting it too bluntly, let's just say that succumbing to a nervous breakdown is 
more or less to be expected in that profession. I use scholars here simply because their 
example is so easy to grasp, but I believe the logic can be applied to all areas of 
civilization.21 
Even as Sōseki seems to be genuinely worried about the impact of Japan's accelerated entrance 
into the modern world on the sanity of his contemporaries, he does not pass up the opportunity to 
comment that a scholar that stays healthy in this process cannot but be “phony.” In other words, 
neurasthenia might be a “miserable” and “pathetic” condition, but it is a sign that the 
neurasthenic intellectual is doing his job right. 
Combined with the symbolic value it carried as an essentially “modern” ailment, the long 
and varied list of symptoms provided by the medical literature,22 made it very easy to auto-
diagnose oneself with neurasthenia, and turned the illness into a fashion. The psychiatrist 
Nakamura Jō observed with exasperation in Shinkeishitsu to sono ryōhō (Nervosity and its 
Treatment) how “a recent deplorable fashion in some people is to call oneself nervous 
(shinkeishitsusha). They believe being nervous makes them models of civilization and 
enlightenment […] and consider this ‘illness of civilization’ a display (kazari) of their condition 
as people of their time.”23 Neurasthenia provided a discourse that could incorporate anxieties 
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about the effect of modern technology on the human body into a worldview based around 
progress and development. Far from a lack of fitness, nervous weakness was seen as proof of an 
essentially superior sensitivity and a fuller experience of modern civilization, a badge to be worn 
with pride. 
The popularity of neurasthenia in 1900s Japan established the idea that psychological 
abnormality was an inevitable result of the modern condition. It also provided the public with a 
set of images of “nervousness” that were characteristic enough to be recognizable, but also fuzzy 
enough to be reshaped to one's convenience, and in any case had the legitimizing seal of modern 
scientific discourse. Journalism and fiction, like Hirotsu Kazuo's (1891-1968) debut novel 
Shinkeibyō jidai (The Neurotic Age),24 participated in the wide dissemination of these images 
and prepared the Japanese popular imaginary for an understanding of the modern artist as an 
essentially morbid being, an image that would enter popular discourse with its own set of 
legitimizing para-scientific sources. 
 
1.3 Genius as Mental Illness 
The main name responsible for popularizing the notion that genius was a form of mental 
abnormality was Italian criminal antropologist Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909) in his book Genio 
e follia (Genius and Madness),25 which became immensely popular and was very soon widely 
translated into all major European languages.26 The idea had been pioneered by French alienist 
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Louis François Lélut (1804-1877) in his biographical studies Du démon de Socrate. Spécimen 
d’une application de la science psychologique à celle de l’historie (On Socrates's Demon. An 
Example of the Application of the Science of Psychology to that of History)27 and L’amulette de 
Pascal, Pour servir a l’histoire des hallucinations (Pascal's Amulet. For the History of 
Hallucinations).28  
Later, the psychiatrist Joseph Moreau de Tours (1804-1884) systematized Lélut's research 
into a general theory of “neuropathy” based on the principle that genius and madness shared the 
same organic conditions, in his monograph La psychologie morbide dans les rapports avec la 
philosophie de l’histoire, ou l’influence des névropathies sur le dynamisme intellectuel (Morbid 
Psychology in Connection with the Philosophy of History, or the Influence of Neuropathies on 
Intellectual Dynamism).29 Lombroso built on Moreau de Tours's study, collecting a copious 
amount of historical and biographical anecdotes to attempt a complete empirical picture of the 
many forms taken by the morbidity of genius throughout human history. 
Lombroso was aware that his theory created an image of genius that was radically 
opposed to that of the prevalent scientific and humanist rationalism. In the introduction to his 
work, he explicitly mentions his “feeling of horror at the thought of associating with idiots and 
criminals those individuals who represent the highest manifestations of the human spirit,” but 
eventually overcame his apprehensions with the theory that morbid features in the psychology of 
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a genius were simply “a compensation for considerable development and progress accomplished 
in other directions.” Thus, “just as giants pay a heavy ransom for their stature in sterility and 
relative muscular and mental weakness, so the giants of thought expiate their intellectual force in 
degeneration and psychoses. It is thus that the signs of degeneration are found more frequently in 
men of genius than even in the insane” (v-vi).  
Lombroso's analysis looks for signs of abnormality both in the constitution and the 
behavior of his subjects. He discusses height, cranium size, lefthandedness and sterility, as well 
as stammering, vagabondage and “fondness for special words” in historical “geniuses” that range 
from Julius Cesar to Newton, Mozart, Goethe or Dostoyevsky. With this heterogeneous 
anecdotal historical data, Lombroso creates a deeply ambiguous image of geniuses: elevated by 
their unique creative power, but also cursed by the physiological infirmity that is a consequence 
of the superhuman development of their creativity.  
As a warning for the dangers posed by degenerative phenomena to the species stood the 
other human type that Lombroso devoted ample research to: the criminal. In the multiple editions 
of L'uomo delinquente (The Criminal Man),30 also very widely translated,31 he developed his 
own brand of evolutionary thinking, and combined it with phrenology and craniometry, to 
scientifically define the “born criminal,” as an individual marked by physical stigmata as an 
atavistic retrogression, that is, a throwback to a previous stage in human evolution. 
Lombroso's investigations sparked a Europe-wide fascination with idea of genius as 
                                                 
30 L'uomo delinquente, Milano: Hoepli, 1876. With further expanded editions in 1878, 1884, 1889, 1896-1897. 
31 L'uomo delinquente had versions in French (L’homme criminel. Étude anthropologique et médico-légale, Paris: 
F. Alcan, 1887), German (Der Verbrecher, in anthropologischer, ärztlicher und juristischer Beziehung, Hamburg, 
Verlagsanstalt A.-G. I, 1887), Spanish (Los criminales, Barcelona: Centro Editorial Presa, 1899) and English 




mental illness, and the connections between heredity, intelligence and creativity. In the 
bibliography to Genie: Irrsinn und Ruhm (Genius: Insanity and Fame), 32  the German 
psychiatrist Wilhelm Lange-Eichbaum (1875-1949) collects more than 150 books published on 
the topic between 1865 and 1925. There were plenty of scientists and thinkers that disagreed 
with Lombroso's conclusions, like British polymath Francis Galton (1822-1911), who argued in 
Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry into the Laws and Consequences that, far from pathological 
phenomena, extraordinary individual abilities were derived by inheritance and were distributed 
among the population as a bell curve,33 or French philosopher Gabriel Séailles (1852-1922), 
who devoted his Essai sur le génie dans l'art34 to an analysis of the “healthy genius” within a 
general anti-Lombroso project of “normalizing of genius” within French medicine towards the 
end of the 19th century.35 
Lombroso's ideas received another boost of popularity in the 1890s, when Budapest-born 
polemist Max Nordau (pseudonym of Simon Maximilian Südfeld, 1849-1923) published 
Entartung (Degeneration), 36  which was translated very quickly into all major European 
languages.37 Nordau presents himself as a student of Lombroso's method, but is firmly against 
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the ambiguous admiration towards the morbid that permeates Genio e follia. Nordau's objective 
is to diagnose and unequivocally denounce what he sees as dangerous unhealthy trends in the 
European literature of the time: “Degenerates are not always criminals, prostitutes, anarchists, 
and pronounced lunatics; they are often authors and artists. These, however, manifest the same 
mental characteristics, and for the most part the same somatic features, as the members of the 
above-mentioned anthropological family, who satisfy their unhealthy impulses with the knife of 
the assassin or the bomb of the dynamiter, instead of with pen and pencil” (vii). Nordau disputes 
the notion that every genius is mentally abnormal, and certainly disagrees with any possibility of 
“degenerates” being any sort of force of progress for mankind. He is a firm believer in 
rationalism, science and positive knowledge, and an admirer of the classical vigor of the poetry 
of Dante and Goethe. 
Entartung becomes then a sort of exposé of the dangers of contemporary fashions such as 
Naturalism, Symbolism or Pre-Raphaelitism, a public service announcement against the risks 
that exposure to such unhealthy materials may have on the general public. Nordau describes 
degenerate art and artists as possessing a common set of stigmata. Egoism and impulsiveness are 
the roots of their moral insanity. They are also overly emotional, pessimistic, disinclined to 
action and prone to inane reverie. This particular psychological makeup is often expressed in 
bouts of mysticism and hysteria. 
Over a long thousand pages, Nordau rages against Wagner, Tolstoy, Zola, Baudelaire, 
Nietzsche and Ibsen, among many others, reading their literary, musical and philosophical works 
as symptoms of a wide array of pathological conditions, and warning against their deleterious 
                                                                                                                                                             





effects on their audiences. The French Symbolists have in common “all the signs of degeneracy 
and imbecility: overweening vanity and self-conceit, strong emotionalism, confused 
disconnected thoughts, garrulity (the 'logorrhcea' of mental therapeutics), and complete 
incapacity for serious sustained work” (101) and their theory of poetic symbols proves that “the 
mystic imbecile thinks merely according to the laws of association, and without the red thread of 
attention. He has fugitive ideation. He can never state accurately what he is thinking about; he 
can only denote the emotion which at the moment controls his consciousness” (108). Wagner 
displays “persecution mania, megalomania and mysticism; […] incoherence, fugitive ideation 
and a tendency to idiotic punning” (171). Literary impressionism, by focusing on raw sensations 
and refusing to engage language rationally as “concept and judgment,” becomes “an example of 
that atavism which we have noticed as the most distinctive feature in the mental life of 
degenerates. It carries back the human mind to its brute-beginnings, and the artistic activity of its 
present high differentiation to an embryonic state; that state in which all the arts (which were 
later to emerge and diverge) lay side by side inchoate and inseparate” (485). Zola is a “sexual 
psychopath” and “completely subservient to the conformation of his nervous system” (502). 
Nordau's conclusion is that human progress will only be saved by “characterization of the 
leading degenerates as mentally diseased; unmasking and stigmatizing of their imitators as 
enemies to society; cautioning the public against the lies of these parasites” (560). 
Entartung was successful in the sense that it was widely read and talked about, but less so 
in convincing its audience about the need to stamp out the art it denounced as unhealthy. 
Nordau's vision found resonance in some European critics, like essayist Pompeu Gener (1848-




(Unhealthy Literatures)38 was decried by many as a direct plagiarism of Entartung, or Boris 
Borisovich Glinsky (1860-1917), who in his 1896 article “Bolezn' ili reklama” (“Illness or 
Advertisement”)39 describes early Russian modernism as “psychiatric literature,” specifically 
singling out the author Dmitry Merezhkovsky (1865-1941) and his wife, the poet Zinaida 
Gippius (1869-1945) for attack. 
However, Entartung's acerbic and violent tone won it few adherents overall, and William 
James famously qualified it as “a pathological book on a pathological subject.”40 Some, like 
medical doctor William Hirsch in Genie und Entartung. Eine psychologische Studie (Genius and 
Degeneration. A Psychological Study),41 attacked Nordau's imperfect understanding of the 
actual working of the human nervous system and the social dynamics of mass hysteria. Others, 
like Alfred Egmont Hake42 or George Bernard Shaw,43 expose Nordau's lack of artistic sense, 
and his inability to extract anything but the most literal meaning from the works he purports to 
study. In spite of, or perhaps precisely because of the uproar it generated, Entartung spawned a 
lively discussion of the artists it analyzed and their impact on their contemporary society, and 
popularized the use of medical terms to discuss the particularities of modern artistic activity. 
As happens with most polemics, the uproar over Entartung died out in the West in the 
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early 1900s and new controversies took its place. The art that Nordau had urgently denounced as 
dangerous was replaced by new avant-garde movements, and his violent rationalist rhetoric 
against venerable 19th-century names soon made him seem paranoid and out of touch with the 
times.44 In Japan, on the other hand, because of the temporal lag in the reception of Entartung, 
and the very different cultural values associated with the art it criticized, Nordau's work as well 
as Lombroso's gained new meaning as a window into 19th-century European culture. 
 
1.4 Naturalizing the Author as Morbid genius 
Lombroso's work first appeared in Japanese in 1898, when Kuroyanagi Kunitarō 
published a partial translation of Genio e follia with the title Tensairon (On Genius).45 The full 
work would not be translated until 1914, when two different translations appeared: Tensairon 
(On Genius) by Tsuji Jun,46 and Tensai to kyōjin (Genius and Madman) by Mori Magoichi, with 
a foreword by the novelist Mori Ōgai, then serving Surgeon General of the Japanese Army.47 
Tsuji's translation became an instant best-seller in Japan, going through over twenty editions in a 
short time. It was later re-edited as Tensairon teisei (On Genius. Revised Edition), at least five 
different times until 1940.48 
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The success of Tsuji's translation seems to have motivated publishers to publish more of 
Lombroso's books, especially his research on the “born criminal.” In 1916, Miura Kanzō 
translated Hanzai to iden kosei no kyōiku (Crime and the Education of Individual Heredity, 
Ryūbunkan),49 and in the following year the criminologist Terada Seiichi (1884-1922) published 
Lombroso no hanzainin-ron (Lombroso's Criminology, Ganshōdo shoten).50 Even his last and 
very controversial work on the paranormal, Ricerche sui fenomeni ipnotici e spiritici (Research 
on Hypnotic and Spiritual Phenomena, 1909), was translated into Japanese.51 
As for Nordau's books, although in November 1902, the critic Hasegawa Tenkei (1876-
1940) had published in the journal Waseda gakuhō a brief biography of Nordau, together with 
the translation of the table of contents of Entartung and its dedication to Lombroso, a full 
translation would not come out until 1914, the same year Lombroso's Genio e follia appeared in 
Japanese in complete form. Entartung's Japanese translation came out as Gendai no daraku (The 
Decadence of the Present),52 with a foreword by the respected Shakespeare scholar and author 
Tsubouchi Shōyō. Nordau's novel Paradoxe (Paradoxes, 1885) had been translated by the 
novelist Masamune Hakuchō in 1906,53 and his anti-religious and anti-monarchic polemic Die 
konventionelle Lügen der Kulturmenschheit (The Conventional Lies of Civilization, 1883) had 
appeared the following year in a partial translation titled Gendai bunmei no hihan (Critique of 
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Contemporary Civilization).54 Gakutō would also publish a translation of his article “Die 
gesellschaftliche Aufgabe der Kunst” (“The Social Duty of Art”) as “Nordau no geijutsu-ron” 
(“Nordau's Theory of Art) in their December 1909 issue.55 
Even before the publication of their complete Japanese translations, the works of 
Lombroso and Nordau were widely read in Japan in English translation.56 Their names were 
well known, as one can glean from examples like a note in the October 1902 issue of Gakutō, the 
house journal of the Maruzen bookstore, that announced the impending arrival of more copies of 
the English translation of Nordau's Paradoxe, warning readers that Nordau’s books always sold 
out exceptionally quickly, and by the time they arrived at the bookstore all the volumes they 
were expecting may already be spoken for. 
The reception of Lombroso and Nordau's ideas did evolve significantly, however, from 
the early 1900s to the 1910s. While early discussions of Lombroso and Nordau's work tend to 
follow their conclusions and interpretations closely, using their authority to condemn unhealthy 
elements in the contemporary cultural scene, by 1910 their descriptions of modern European 
literature and culture had come to be understood almost as manuals for how to be a proper 
modern artist. 
The English literature scholar Andō Katsuichirō (1879-1962) provides an example of the 
early tendency. His 1903 article “Dekadan-ron” (“Theory of Decadence”),57 written under the 
pseudonym Mushoshi, does not mention Nordau explicitly, but is clearly inspired by Entartung 
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in the terms in which he discusses the Pre-Raphaelites, Tolstoy, Ibsen, Maeterlinck, D’Annunzio 
and Wilde. In the piece, Andō negatively characterizes Decadence as built on four main pillars: 
egoism, romanticism, mysticism and feminine tendencies. While less acerbic in tone than 
Entartung, his moral evaluation of the literary works he discusses is remarkably close to 
Nordau's. 
Another example is the critic Katayama Koson (1879-1933) in the 1905 articles 
“Shinkeishitsu no bungaku” and “Zoku shinkeishitsu no bungaku” (“Nervous Literature” and 
“Nervous Literature (Continued)”).58 Koson is here clearly indebted to Nordau in his generally 
negative view of German literature post-Goethe and, following the general lines of analysis in 
Entartung, he characterizes Decadence as a “romanticism of the nerves” (shinkei no 
romanchikku),59 and mentions as distinguishing traits an obsession with the “inner world” of 
feelings, moods and sensations, a tendency to artificiality, a thirst for mysticism, and a constant 
search for the “abnormal things” (ijō na mono). His article also refutes the “misunderstanding” 
that great art has its source in illness or madness, and accuses decadent writers of merely 
“imitating nervous patients” (shinkeibyō kanja no mohōsha). Koson explicitly states in the 
closing of the first installment that his portrait of current German literary trends should be a 
warning for the domestic public, since recently Japan also shows the “bad habit of giving undue 
importance to artifice.” Nordau's analysis is thus being used by Koson as a means to expose and 
criticize negative tendencies in contemporary Japanese literature. 
                                                 
58 Teikoku bungaku, June-September, 1905. Reproduced in Inagaki Tatsurō (ed.), Meiji bungaku zenshū, vol. 50: 
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157-179. 
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Other authors would not necessarily agree with the value judgments implicit in Lombroso 
and Nordau's works, but they accepted their authority as scientific descriptions of the 
psychological state of humanity in the modern era. The novelist Natsume Sōseki, who spent 
1901 to 1903 as a researcher in English literature in the United Kingdom, mentions both Nordau 
and Lombroso extensively as scientific sources in his Bungakuron (Theory of Literature, 1907), 
together with many other European thinkers such as Marx, Nietzsche or Hegel.60 A look at the 
materials he used to prepare the manuscript reveals that he referenced both their works to shape 
his own ideas about a wide array of subjects, from the psychology of literature to the relationship 
between art and civilization, or the associations between sound and idea in Symbolism.61 
Lombroso and Nordau's descriptions of the dangers of modern degeneration fit perfectly 
with the developing anxieties neurasthenia had already tapped on, about the physical toll that 
accelerated modernization was exerting on the Japanese population. The optimistic rationalist 
discourses of the early years of Meiji were being complicated by a growing fear that 
industrialization, urbanization and the speed of modern communications might be producing 
some irreparable damage to the modern individual. The same Sōseki voices these concerns while 
describing the chaos of modern London in his 1905 short story “Rondontō” (“The Tower of 
London”): “If I have to live for two years amongst this noise and these crowds, I mused, the very 
fabric of my nerves will eventually become as sticky as a gluey plant in a cooking pot. I even had 
times when I thought Max Nordau's Degeneration all the more keenly to be the absolute truth.”62 
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In the July 25, 1910 edition of the Asahi shinbun an article titled “Gendaijin no hirō (1): shimin 
seikatsu no ichi daimondai hisuterii wa hirō no ko” (“The Fatigue of Modern Man (1): Hysteria, 
the First Problem of Urban Life, Is the Child of Fatigue”) also quotes Nordau to argue that 
modern men are chronically fatigued by the demands of urban life. 
The incorporation of Lombroso and Nordau's medical discourse into analyses of the 
health dangers of modern urban life determined in a way how their assertions about modern art 
were received in Japan as the 1910s arrived. As the speed and intensity of urban life came to be 
identified with modernity, so did myriad of medical conditions like neurasthenia, purportedly 
derived from modern life, become identified with the modern artist. Psychological abnormality 
became thus naturalized as an essential state of the individual who lived modernity to its fullest 
extent. In modern artists, mental illness was no longer understood as an unfortunate side effect of 
a heightened artistic sensibility, but almost a necessary condition for it, as the modern and the 
pathological became identified with each other. Several examples from early 1910s criticism 
illustrate this shift in the value attributed to mental abnormality. 
In his 1910 article "Taihaiteki keikō to shizenshugi no tetteiteki igi" (“The Ultimate 
Meaning of the Degenerate Tendency and Naturalism”),63 the English literature scholar Honma 
Hisao (1886-1981) presents a panorama of Russian literature through the figures of Turguenev, 
Gogol, Dostoyevsky and Gorky. Quoting Emille Dillon's biography of Gorky,64 he characterizes 
modern Russian literature as being defined by toska (“world-sorrow”), of which Nihilism and 
Decadence are the natural development. Through the example of Oscar Wilde's The Picture of 
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Dorian Gray (1891), he links this to parallel developments in Decadent literature in England and 
France. Explicitly acknowledging his debt to Nordau's analysis of European fin-de-siècle 
literature, he nevertheless concludes that Nordau's criticisms of value are useless, because 
followers of Decadence are simply more aware of modern society's state of disintegration. 
Against Nordau's assertion that “degenerates” are not true artists but mere charlatans, Honma 
implies that a properly modern literature must be as degenerate as modern society happens to be. 
Rather than warning against Decadence, or promoting a return to classical rational values, he 
advocates for Japanese literature to explore Naturalism to the fullest, in order to “grasp the kernel 
of life (sei).” 
In his 1912 study Kindai bungaku jikkō (Ten Lessons on Modern Literature),65 a very 
popular title that went through more than ninety editions and remained in print until the postwar, 
the critic and English literature scholar Kuriyagawa Hakuson (1880-1923) summarizes Nordau's 
analysis in a section titled “Shinkei no byōteki jōtai” (“The Sick State of Nerves”), but explains 
that many of the features that Nordau considers morbid have become key characteristics of 
modern art. Modern European literature is, he concludes, “urban literature” after all, and writers 
necessarily suffer from the “urban illness” of “sick nerves” that makes them into “superior 
degenerates” (kōtō henshitsusha), a category that stands “between normal men and the insane.” 
Hakuson mentions in this context the cases of Nietzsche and Maupassant, whose fall into 
insanity serves as proof that this is a real phenomenon. Later, in an argument reminiscing of the 
Honma article I touched upon above, he points out how the emphasis on impressions “received 
through refined nerves and senses” in the Naturalist school might be called “sick” by Nordau, but 
                                                 




is nevertheless a key characteristic of modern art. 
Similarly, in his 1914 “Kindai shisō kōwa” (“Course on Modern Thought”),66 the 
English literature scholar Nogami Kyūsen (1883-1950) recapitulates Nordau's diagnosis of the 
fin-de-siècle as a description of the “urban sickness” that invariably comes with modern life. 
Kyūsen refuses Nordau's interpretation of modern literature, however, accusing him of being 
“poisoned by health” (kenzen chūdoku) for being willing to refuse genius just because of its 
morbidity. Nordau's position is contrasted with Lombroso's, that Kyūsen interprets as proposing 
that “it is precisely degenerates (henshitsusha) who make civilization progress.” Another essay of 
the same collection, “Shin bungaku no kenkyū” (“Research on New Literature”) 67  by 
Kobayashi Aiyū, reproduces the medical language of Lombroso and Nordau, explaining “new 
writing” through four characteristics: “impressionism, sensualism, nervosity and symbolism.” He 
locates the origin of “nervous writing” on a “morbid hypersensitivity” possessed by “writers with 
sick nerves.” 
Perhaps the clearest example of the re-situation of Lombroso and Nordau's books in 
1910s Japanese culture is their relationship with Arthur Symons's The Symbolist Movement in 
Literature (1899), one of the key texts responsible for canonizing French Symbolism, and a 
major influence in English-language modernism.68 Building off a 1893 article titled “The 
Decadent Movement in Literature,”69 Symons's book collects essays on many of the authors also 
mentioned by Lombroso and Nordau, but with a diametrically opposed interpretation of their 
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literary value. At the same time, Symons's book maintained the medicalized language of earlier 
critics to deal with the Symbolist art, and their view that “the man of genius is fundamentally 
abnormal.”70 The abnormality of Symbolist writers, however, is for Symons not an unfortunate 
side effect of the overdevelopment of a particular faculty, like Lombroso argued, nor grounds to 
reject their literary creations as unhealthy products dangerous to the public, like Nordau would. 
Speaking of Gérard de Nerval (1808-1855), Symons argues that “madness, then, in him, had lit 
up, as if by lightning-flashes, the hidden links of distant and divergent things.”71 Abnormality is 
for Symons a necessary condition to achieve the Symbolists' expanded poetic vision, the source 
of their particular aesthetic creativity. 
Even though Symons's celebration of French Symbolism represents the exact opposite of 
Nordau's denunciation of the movement, it was received and discussed in Japan together with 
Lombroso and Nordau's books. In his introduction to the first Japanese translation, the novelist 
Iwano Hōmei (1873-1920) explicitly recommends Entartung as a key reference book to get to 
know European Symbolism in the preface to his Japanese translation of Symons's book.72 
Conversely, Tsuji Jun also recommends reading Symons in the introduction to his translation of 
Lombroso. In 1910s Japan, Lombroso and Nordau's diagnoses of modern European culture could 
be integrated with Symons's celebration of French Symbolism as part of the same repertoire of 
documents that chronicled the development of modern literature in Europe. 
One of the main reasons for this new interpretation of medicalized indictments of 19th-
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century European literature is the change in the relative standing of the authors and literary texts 
involved. Nordau had diagnosed as “unhealthy” authors that were practically contemporary to 
him, and whose popularity he interpreted as a dangerous but essentially ephemeral fad. In 1910s 
Japan, on the other hand, those same authors were in the process of being canonized as 
indisputable models for “modern literature.” Names like Baudelaire, Maupassant and Strindberg 
were already established as examples, and the value of their works as literature was beyond 
discussion. 
In this context, Nordau's book became a sort of guidebook of modern European literature. 
Entartung was perfectly suited for that role, as it was one of the few monographs that attempted 
a wide-ranging explanation of late 19th-century European culture and included plenty of quotes 
from a variety of works, and even poems in full. Additionally, many of the artists Nordau decried 
spectacularly embraced his diagnosis, making psychological abnormality a central theme in their 
literature and, very often, in their public personae as well. This made it easy for Nordau's critique 
to ultimately become conflated with the very aesthetic projects he was originally trying to 
castigate. 
 
1.5 The Modern Writer as New Hero 
Another important factor to consider when analyzing the evolution of the image of the 
modern artist as psychologically abnormal in 1910s Japan is the growing availability of 
biographical information about modern writers. The translations of Lombroso and Nordau into 
Japanese happen to coincide in 1914 with a sudden growth in the number of biographies of 
modern writers available in the Japanese publishing market. The wider circulation of these 




Lombroso and Nordau (whose books are based as much on biographical anecdotes as on the 
features of actual literary works) to shape the idea of the author as a public figure. Medical, 
critical and biographical texts stimulated interest in each other, reinforced each other's narratives 
and extended each other's dissemination.  
Biography as a genre had had a long tradition in Japanese culture,73 but it gained a new 
dimension in the Meiji era as one of the main venues to encode and disseminate ideas about 
modern civilization. One of the very first books translated during the Meiji period was Samuel 
Smiles' (1812-1904) Self Help (1859),74  a volume that collected several short moralistic 
biographies exemplifying the virtues of thrift and hard work, and other tenets of Victorian 
liberalism. Smiles' book became so popular that it has often been described as the “Bible of 
Meiji.”75  
The People's Rights movement of the 1880s gave an important impulse to biographical 
writing in Japan. Advocates of the movement compiled biographies of peasants who had 
struggled against oppression during the Edo era, like Komuro Shinsuke's (1852-1885) Tōyō 
minken hyakkaden (People's Rights in the Orient: One Hundred Biographies).76 Also in their 
fiction, many of the writers of political novels (seiji shōsetsu) used biographical narrative models 
to present the development of the political careers of their young male protagonists.77 
                                                 
73 For a good concise overview see Marcus, Marvin, Paragons of the Ordinary: The Biographical Literature of 
Mori Ōgai, Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1993, pp. 8-29. 
74 Saigoku risshi-hen: Genmei Jijoron, tr. Nakamura Masanao, Suharaya Mohei, 1870. 
75 For an analysis of the spread of narratives of self-advancement through education and salaried employment in 
Meiji Japan see Kinmoth, Earl H., The Self-Made Man in Meiji Japanese Thought: From Samuray to Salary Man, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981. 
76 Angaidō, 1883-1884. 




During the Meiji period, publications of biographical texts were devoted almost 
exclusively to two groups.78 One was religious figures, a holdover of a long tradition of 
hagiographic literature that had started in the classical period, and continued into Meiji with 
several titles devoted to retellings of the lives of Buddhist figures such as Kūkai (774-835) or 
Shinran (1173-1263). The other was modern professionals, the new heroes of the state 
modernization project. These were well represented in numerous volumes that compiled 
biographies of doctors,79 lawyers,80 businessmen,81 and politicians.82 Publishers seem to have 
reacted as well to public interest in recent events like the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), 
offering biographies of the main political personalities involved, such as Itō Hirobumi (1841-
1909)83 and Yamagata Aritomo (1838-1922).84 
For a representative series of Meiji biographical writing, one may turn to the eighty 
volumes of Ijin kenkyū (Research on Great Persons, Naigai shuppan kyōkai, 1905-1913). In the 
tradition of Thomas Carlyle, whose On Heroes and Hero Worship (1841) had been so popular in 
Japan to spark up to three different translations between 1893 and 1900,85 this series presented 
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the lives and deeds of historically significant “great persons” as examples from whom to learn 
“good deeds and good intentions” (zenkō zenshin). The list of personalities includes some writers, 
like Shakespeare and Tolstoy, but is generally dominated by politicians, military men, scholars, 
religious reformers, and scientists. 
By 1914, however, a new figure comes to dominate the landscape of biographical texts in 
Japan: modern artists, and especially modern writers. As Table 1 shows, biographies of artists 
born after 1800 go from being almost nonexistent86 to making up the majority of the market 
share for published volumes between 1914 and 1919. In the 1920s the panorama of biographies 
would again become more diversified. Artists still made up a significant part of it, but a renewed 
interest in social issues was reflected in the publication of biographies of educators like Alice 
Freeman Palmer (1855-1902), 87  social reformers like Robert Owen (1771-1858), 88  and 


















1890   10 
 
1910   7 
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1891   6 
 
1911  1 3 
1892   8 
 
1912   15 
1893  3 17 
 
1913   8 
1894  2 7 
 
1914 7 1 1 
1895 1  2 
 
1915 2 2 4 
1896  1 10 
 
1916 3  1 
1897 1  5 
 
1917 3  3 
1898  1 3 
 
1918 3 1 1 
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1919 5  3 
1900  4 12 
 
1920   3 
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1921 3  3 
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1922 2 3 3 
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1923 2 1 3 
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1924 1  4 
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1925 3 3 7 
1906 1  1 
 
1926 2 4 8 
1907   1 
 
1927 1 1 6 
1908  1 45 




1909  1 18 
     
 
The boom in biographies of modern artists is closely linked to a series of specialized 
collections published between 1914 and 1919 that focused on the lives of modern writers. Those 
were, in chronological order: Kindai hyōden sōsho (Library of Modern Biographies),91 2 
volumes: August Strindberg and Fyodor Dostoyevsky; Kindai bungō hyōden (Biographies of 
Great Modern Writers),92 6 volumes: Henri Bergson, Ivan Turgenev, Henrik Ibsen, Maxim 
Gorky, Guy de Maupassant and Rudolph Christoph Euken; Saikin Nihon bungō hyōden sōsho 
(Library of Biographies of Recent Great Japanese Writers),93 4 volumes: Kunikida Doppo. 
Ozaki Kōyō, Masaoka Shiki and Takayama Chogyū; and Taisei bungō hyōden sōsho (Library of 
Biographies of Great Writers of the West), 94  3 volumes: Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Guy de 
Maupassant and August Strindberg. 
Even though the definition of “great writer” (bungō) is still wide enough to admit 
subjects that today we would consider philosophers like Henri Bergson (1859-1941) and 
Rudolph Christoph Euken (1846-1926), the lineup of subjects bears witness to the fact that 
literary authors, and especially novelists, were starting to be recognized as a privileged category 
and that there was a general interest in their lives and personalities. The fact that so many 
specialized series would be published after one another indicates that the literary author had 
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become a sort of new hero of the times, a new focus of public attention that publishers were 
quick to exploit. 
The motivation to publish and disseminate these biographical narratives was very 
different from the didactic propagation of “good deeds and good intentions” that Meiji-era 
biographies invoked. The lives of modern writers were consumed more as models of being, than 
as models of action. In the article “Kindai hyōden sōsho hakkō no ji” (“On the Publication of 
Library of Modern Biographies,” August 1914), the members of the coterie journal Kamen 
(Mask) explain the motivation to start the biographical series as follows: 
The desire to know the background of a literary work, that is, the desire to know the 
character that the natural (shizen) creator of a work of art must have in order for a person 
to produce art, this desire is common to those who think of literature as something that 
has a close relationship with life (jinsei). [...] In the soul (seimei) of another person, in the 
life (seikatsu) of another person, we can find a gleam of our own figure. We can hold 
another person's life (inochi) in our souls (seimei). In order to know others and know 
ourselves, we must face each other in our plain naked figure.95 
In the lives of modern writers, the members of Kamen, all aspiring authors themselves, were 
looking for more than biographical anecdotes. They were looking for models on how to be an 
author, hoping to discover in these lives an echo of the artistic identities they were in the process 
of fashioning and performing themselves. 
This search for exemplars in the lives of modern artists was dramatized in fiction as well. 
Funaki Shigeo's (1893-1975) “Gogh no shi” (“The Death of Van Gogh”)96 is a story of artistic 
self-awakening patterned on the life of the Dutch painter. The main character, a young aspiring 
writer named Segawa, thinks about the plight of artists while visiting an exhibition by a Japanese 
painter recently returned from France: “One cannot be considered a true artist unless one has 
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nerves so oversensitive that bring one to insanity and death” (19). Leaving the exhibition hall, he 
wanders around becoming more and more altered by the sights and sounds of the city, worrying 
that he may “go mad” (27). He gets into bed upon getting home, but his anxiety only grows more 
violent making him fear: “I'm going to die tonight” (31). At that precise moment, the image of 
Van Gogh's death flashes in his mind and he has the epiphany that he must write “today's 
suffering” (32). The story ends with the image of Segawa putting his pen down on a blank sheet 
of paper. 
Funaki's story illustrates not only the wide circulation of the “morbid genius” narrative, 
but its power to shape the self-understanding of young Japanese writers in the early 20th century. 
Segawa is already familiar with the medicalized readings of modern art that link their aesthetic 
expression with particular nervous and sensory disorders. In the story, the paintings are just a 
prompt for the main character to recall the biographical narrative and project it on himself. It is 
rather his experience of modern urban life that makes him descend deeper and deeper into 
despair, as he obsessively wavers between the desire to find a reassuring proof of his own artistic 
quality in his nervousness, and the terror of actually dying because of it. Artistic creation, in the 
form of writing “today's suffering” appears in the end as a way to overcome that dilemma by 
following the steps of Van Gogh. The “morbid genius” narrative embedded in the biography of 
the Dutch painter provides him with both the motivation to write and the assurance that his work 
will be worthy of the name of art since it is born out of the morbid experience of reality that 
characterizes the modern artist. 
The specular relationship with the lives of modern authors, as mirrors on which the 
readers could find themselves, functioned as well at the national level. It did not take long for a 




biographical form not on Western but on modern Japanese authors, all of whom had been born in 
the Meiji era, and had died in the 1900s. There had been volumes of collected writings published 
to memorialize authors who had died tragically in their youth, like Kitamura Tōkoku's (1868-
1894) Tōkoku-shū 97  or Higuchi Ichiyō's (1872-1896) Ichiyō zenshū. 98  Journals had also 
memorialized recently deceased writers after their deaths: Shinchō (New Currents) and Shumi 
(Taste) published memorial issues after the death of Kunikida Doppo (1871-1908), and Shin 
shōsetsu (New Novel) did the same after the death of Sōseki. Saikin Nihon bungō hyōden sōsho 
however, marks the first time modern Japanese writers had been considered worthy of a self-
standing published biography. 
The collection was also a pioneering project in that it attempted to find a universal value 
in the lives of the modern Japanese writer “as a person and artist” (hito oyobi geijutsuka), a 
phrase that headlined every title in the collection. Unlike the memorializations of authors in 
coterie journals, usually centering on remembrances by their disciples and colleagues who knew 
them personally, the biographies of Saikin Nihon bungō hyōden sōsho were commissioned to 
young writers who had had no personal relationship with the objects of their narrative. This lack 
of personal connection is repeatedly foregrounded in the prefaces to each biography. The 
novelist Ema Shū opens his biography of Kunikida Doppo, mentioning how he had been “not a 
disciple of Doppo, nor particularly influenced by him.”99 The critic Nishinomiya Tōchō (1891-
1960) defines himself as an “outsider” (mongaikan) to the world of haiku, but argues that it is 
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precisely this outsider quality that gives value to his perspective on the life of Masaoka Shiki.100 
By highlighting their lack of personal connection to the authors whose lives they are writing 
about, the biographers are emphasizing the value of their narratives as models for any reader, and 
would-be author. 
It is significant that the three authors who were subject of multiple biographies during the 
period are all marked in some way by psychological abnormality in their lives. Guy de 
Maupassant, who tried to commit suicide in 1892 and would die the following year in a mental 
asylum, had two different biographies in circulation: one by Nagai Kafū and Gotō Sueo,101 the 
other by the writer and journalist Hirotsu Kazuo (1891-1968).102 August Strindberg, famously 
hospitalized for psychotic attacks while in Paris between 1894 and 1896, merited also the 
publication of two different titles: one by Swedish-American journalist Edwin Bjorkman (1866-
1951)103 the other by Hirotsu Kazuo.104 Lastly, the life of Fyodor Dostoyevsky, a well-known 
epileptic, appeared in no less than five different forms: original biographies by Seto Yoshinao,105 
Shinjō Waichi106 and Tanizaki Seiji,107 as well as two different versions by the Russian poet and 
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critic Dimitry Merezhkovsky (1865-1941).108 
The conceptualization of the role of psychological abnormality in the works of these 
writers mirrors in these biographies the reinterpretation described above of Lombroso and 
Nordau's medical descriptions of genius. While accepting the diagnosis of mental abnormality, 
the value assigned to morbidity becomes very different. In the biographical narratives about 
Maupassant, Strindberg and Dostoyevsky, illness and insanity are integrated into their 
psychological development, providing them with access to a unique sensory experience and a 
path to their artistic identity. Morbidity is never the center of the narrative, but it becomes 
naturalized as part of the author's artistic identity. 
Nagai Kafū and Gotō Sueo speak of Maupassant's madness as the prize he had to pay for 
his art: “From his first day to his last, from his first work to his last, Maupassant was true to 
Flaubert's teaching. That is ‘Sacrifice everything to art. For the artist, life must be considered as a 
means, nothing more.’”109 Hirotsu characterizes Strindberg's bouts of psychosis as the path to 
his highest achievements: “From the point of view of a mediocre person or a eugenist, Strindberg 
was a model of degeneration. [...] Through the sickness of his spirit (tamashii), his hallucinations 
and his madness, he arrived at a mental state higher than genius, higher than madness.”110 In 
Dostoyevsky's biographies, epilepsy is consistently described as a “sacred illness” that elevates 
his artistic vision Shinjō Waichi argues that “if he could see things that normal people cannot see, 
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and hear things that normal people could not hear, it was because of his sacred illness,”111 and 
Merezhkovsky describes his “sacred and demoniacal sickness” not as “a mere weakness or 
poverty, but on the contrary an electric and accumulating superfluity of vitality, a carrying over 
to the utmost limit of the refinement, acuteness, and concentration of spirituality.”112 
In the biographies of Japanese authors psychological abnormality is not mentioned as a 
central feature of any of the writers' personae, but the “morbid genius” narrative still functions as 
a strong model against which their lives are compared. In his 1917 study of Natsume Sōseki, 
published barely a year after the author's death, critic Akagi Kōhei (1891-1949) points out how 
compared to “the great modern geniuses [like] Fyodor Dostoyevky and Guy de Maupassant,” 
whose “complicated and winding” lives were the “maternal womb of their great art,” Sōseki's 
life was notably “mediocre and dull.”113 Akagi was certainly not a supporter of Decadent 
aesthetics,114 but he implicitly accepts that Dostoyevsky and Maupassant derived their “great art” 
from their experience with psychological abnormality (alluded to with the euphemism 
“complicated and winding life”). If Sōseki's life seems “mediocre and dull,” it is because it 
deviates from the spectacular morbidity of other “great modern geniuses.” 
In 1910s Japan, biographical literature helped reinforce the medicalized understanding of 
the modern artist, by incorporating psychological abnormality as an integral part of the creative 
psyche of many of the authors that were being canonized as models of literary writing. 
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Contemporary 19th-century audiences in Europe would know Maupassant, or Strindberg, or 
Baudelaire, first as authors, and only later as unfortunate victims of mental illness. The 1910s 
Japanese public, on the other hand, received the literary works of European modern classics 
together with their biographical narratives, creating strong a posteriori causal links between 
oeuvre and psyche for which the “morbid genius” narrative provided compelling explanations. 
 
1.6 Hentai shinri and the literary world 
One of the richest examples of the collaboration of medical and aesthetic discourse to 
configure a new discourse on the modern literary author is the journal Hentai shinri (Abnormal 
Psychology, 1917-1926).115 Although created in the middle of a growing public interest in the 
most lurid aspects of abnormality in the sexual sense,116 Hentai shinri presented itself as a 
publication that would look at abnormality not only as something “sick” (byōteki), reduced to the 
fields of “psychopathology and criminology,” but as “the unusual (ijō) in relation to the usual 
(jinjō)” such as “the many forms of abnormal psychology in geniuses and great people (ijin)” 
(HS 1-1:2). Artists, and particularly literary writers, are often the object of inquiry, and provide 
detailed examples of the phenomena presented, as the journal attempts to offer the most 
complete panorama possible of the multi-faceted nature of abnormality in modern society.  
Hentai shinri was launched in October 1917 as the monthly magazine of the Nihon 
Seishin Igakukai (Japanese Society of Psychiatry), and continued for a total of 103 issues until its 
end in October 1926. The Nihon Seishin Igakukai had been founded that same year by Nakamura 
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Kokyō (1881-1952), with help from the psychiatrist Morita Masatake (1874-1938) and the 
psychologist Oguma Toranosuke (1888-1978). Among its members, it counted with many well-
known personalities such as the psychiatrist and tanka poet Saitō Mokichi (1882-1953), the 
writer Kōda Rohan (1867-1947), and Terada Seiichi (1884-1922), a pioneer in the field of 
Criminal Psychology in Japan. 
Even though Kokyō had been the main driving force behind the foundation of the Nihon 
Seishin Igakukai and the launch of Hentai shinri, he had arrived to the field of Psychiatry 
through a more circuitous route, and had made a name for himself as a writer of fiction before 
turning to science. A native of Nara, Kokyō moved to Tokyo as a teenager to study at the First 
High School. Upon graduating from the English Department of Tokyo Imperial University, he 
entered the Tokyo Asahi Shinbun thanks to the help of the journalist Sugimura Sojinkan (1872-
1945), but left the newspaper in 1910. After leaving the Asahi, he devoted himself to the study of 
psychology while teaching middle school, and eventually graduated from Tokyo Medical School 
in 1928. A regular at Natsume Sōseki’s literary meetings, he debuted in the literary world in 
1908 with “Kaisō” (“Remembrance,” serialized from September to December in the Tokyo Asahi 
Shinbun). His most famous work of fiction was “Kara” (“Shell”). Serialized from July 26 1912 
to December 5 1913 in the Tokyo Asahi Shinbun, this novella was very well received, as an 
autobiographical piece ostensibly based on the writer’s experience nursing his younger brother, 
who had died mentally ill in July 1908.117 
Considering Kokyō’s background, it is not surprising that literature was one of the fields 
of interest of Hentai shinri from early on. The journal regularly included tanka and modern-style 
                                                 





poems in their issues, and from time to time serialized longer pieces of fiction like “Kakaru 
hitobito” (“People Like This” HS 5-3 to 5-6) by the Christian activist Okino Iwasaburō (1876-
1956) or “Hi no naka” (“In the Fire” HS 15-5) by the French literature scholar Nakamura Seiko 
(1884-1974). Hentai shinri would also publish some reviews of literary works and routinely 
reference Japanese and foreign authors in discussions about the relevance of psychiatric concerns 
for the analysis of contemporary culture. The first regular bungei-ran (literary column) ran in 
Hentai shinri from January 1920 with an article signed “Nonohito” uner the title “Kagaku to 
geijutsu no teikei” (“The Cooperation of Science and Art” HS 5-1:90-95). Over the following 
issues, the column published short reviews of contemporary fiction including Tanizaki 
Jun’ichirō’s “Kōjin” (“Mermaid” HS 5-2), Satomi Ton’s “Kami no muchiuchi” (“Hair Whipping” 
HS 5-3), and Iwano Hōmei’s “O-Sei no shippai” (“O-Sei’s Mistake” HS 5-3) and “Bijin” (“The 
Beauty” HS 5-4). 
In 1918, the journal sponsored a series of lectures named “Hentai shinrigaku kōshūkai” 
(Workshop on Abnormal Psychology). The first series ran from April 21 to 27 (HS 2-3:221) and 
included a lecture by Ikuta Chōkō with the title “Hentai shinri to kindai bungei” (“Abnormal 
Psychology and Modern Literature”). The list of attendees shows that the audience consisted 
mostly of college students and teachers, but also includes writers like Miyamoto Yuriko (1899-
1951), still under her maiden name Chūjō, and Fujii Masumi (1889-1962). The lectures were 
published later that same year as a volume titled Hentai shinrigaku kōwashū (Collection of 
Lectures on Abnormal Psychology).118 The second series (August 12 to 16) featured a lecture by 
Kōda Rohan on “Seishin chōjōsha kokiroku” (“Old Records of Paranormal Minds”), and a field 
                                                 




trip to Sugamo Family School119 and Negishi Hospital in Shitaya. Among the participants were 
the playwright Itō Katsuo (1895-1947), and the writers Fujii Masumi, Ogawa Mimei (1882-
1961) and Tsubota Jōji (1890-1982). The journal would organize three more such lecture series 
until May 1924. 
As an illustration of the impact that these lectures and guided excursions had on the 
writers that attended, one may turn to the piece “Hentai shinrisha ni tsuite” (“About Patients with 
Abnormal Psychology” HS 9-1:67-68), that Ogawa Mimei published in January 1922. 
Reminiscing about the field trip he had attended four years prior, Ogawa ponders the tragic 
destiny of mental patients and reflects: “They are the puppets of a mysterious fate. [...] Aren’t we 
artists always walking on this dangerous line? [...] I was assailed by the obsessive idea that I 
could also end up that way.” (HS 9-1:67) Ogawa’s identification with the mental patients occurs 
in a clean transition without any further prompting than the mere experience of having visited the 
mental hospital. That is enough however to inspire the thought that “we artists” are always 
balancing over the thin line that separates mental health from insanity. For Ogawa, the notion 
that artists are prone to mental illness requires no further elaboration and, while it is certainly not 
celebrated, it is treated as an unavoidable aspect of the condition of the modern artist. 
Ogawa later mentions Chekhov’s “Ward No. 6” (1892) and Andreyev’s “The Dilemma” 
(1902) to touch on the question of why abnormal psychology is such a prevalent feature of 
contemporary literature:  
When we read works like Andreyev’s and authors like him and think they are very 
interesting and very modern, isn’t it because we have this side of mysterious abnormal 
psychology? 
                                                 





Certainly those who overwork their minds start to have these abnormal sensations, 
gradually and without realizing it. If that state continues, they can truly go crazy. When 
one thinks about this, one realizes madness is not something completely alien to oneself. 
It is truly terrifying that one cannot do anything about this fact. 
[...] Writers who deal with [reason and madness], do not view mental patients as alien to 
themselves. (HS 9-1:68) 
Ogawa explains here the relationship between artistic activity and madness that he had alluded to 
in the earlier part of the piece. The interest of modern artists in mental patients stems from the 
recognition of that potential within themselves. Mental fatigue, a condition associated implicitly 
with the strenuous work of artistic creation within the discourse of neurasthenia, opens the door 
to “abnormal sensations” (ijō na kankaku), which may lead to madness. While he does not delve 
in the genetic determinism of Lombroso’s theories, Ogawa does seem conversant with his main 
tenet that artistic genius is a form of mental deviation that manifests itself in physical 
abnormalities such as sensorial experience. It is in this sense that writers cannot consider mental 
patients as wholly alien to themselves, since the difference between them is more one of degree 
than one of essence. 
 
1.7 Literary Pathographies 
The largest corpus of writings on literature in Hentai shinri is a series of biographical 
sketches contributed by Itō Ken (1895-1945) from 1922 to 1924. Building on the growing 
circulation of biographical literature on modern writers described above in section 1.5, Itō 
produced about a dozen pieces discussing major figures of 19th-century European literature, 
paying special attention to the features that might lend themselves to psychological analysis in 
the vein of the journal. Beyond the particular circumstance of every individual life portrayed, 




analysis of modern literature had produced in early 20th-century Japan. 
A graduate of the Law Department of Meiji University, Itō wrote for proletarian journals 
like Tane maku hito (The Sower, 1921-1923) and Shinkō bungaku (New Literature, 1922-1923). 
Later he would participate in Bungei sensen (Literary Battlefront, 1924-1932), join the editorial 
team behind Bungei shijō (Literary Market, 1925-1927), and become a member of the Zen Nihon 
Musansha Geijutsu Renmei (All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts, known by its Esperanto 
acronym NAPF). His best known work from the early 1920s was a proletarian-style novel about 
the lives of three prostitutes: Jigoku no dekigoto (The Events of Hell, Sōbunkan, 1923). In the 
1930s he would make a career in the mass media as an expert on contemporary China. He 
published many translations and journalistic works, as well as detective and spy fiction like 
Shanhai yawa (Night Stories of Shanghai),120 and Akai makutsu to chi no hata (The Red Brothel 
and the Banner of Blood), a novel about the 1927 Shanghai Massacre.121 
Itō had started publishing fiction and criticism in Hentai shinri from 1921, but became a 
regular contributor from the February 1922 issue, and had his own column named “Geijutsu 
zatsuwa” (“Miscellanea on Art”) from July 1922 to May 1923. It is in this column that he 
published the following pathographies:  
“Kyōbungō Maupassant” [signed “KI”] (“Maupassant, The Mad Literary Master” 9-2, 
1922) 
“Akumashugisha Baudelaire” [signed “Hakutō”] (“Baudelaire, The Diabolist” 9-3, 1922) 
“Hito oyobi geijutsuka to shite no Flaubert” [signed “Hakutō”] (“Flaubert as Man and 
Artist” 9-4, 1922) 
“Wilde no jinkaku to yuibishugi” [signed “Hakutō”] (“Wilde’s Personality and 
Aestheticism” 9-5, 1922) 
“Shizenshugisha Zola” [signed “Hakutō”] (“Zola, The Naturalist” 9-6, 1922) 
                                                 
120 Heibonsha, 1929. Republished in Ribaibaru gaichi bungaku senshū, vol. 1, Ōzorasha, 1998. 




“Strindberg no shōgai to geijutsu” [signed “Hakutō”] (“Strindberg’s Life and Art” 10-1, 
1922) 
“Bungō Henrik Ibsen” (“Henrik Ibsen, The Literary Master” 10-2, 1922) 
“Gikyokuka Hauptmann” (“Hauptmann, The Dramatist” 10-3, 1922) 
“Dostoyevsky no shinseibyō” (“The Divine Illness of Dostoyevsky” 10-4, 1922) 
“Yūutsu na Chekhov” (“Gloomy Chekhov” 10-5, 1922) 
“Nan-Ō no shijin D’Annunzio” (“The Southern European Poet D’Annunzio” 10-6, 1922) 
“Hen’isha Allan Poe no kenkyū” [signed “Fujimachi Akira”]122 (“Research on Allan Poe, 
the Misfit” 13-1, 1924) 
Itō’s articles offer an interesting glimpse into the role of psychological abnormality in the 
construction of the image of the writer in 1920s Japan, through the repetition of a series of motifs 
that directly link the authors’ various mental illnesses to their creative potential. Itō delves into 
each author’s life, pieced together from the conventional biographical sources, to produce an 
artistic pathography that details the various psychological disorders that affected each writer, and 
also attempts to establish direct links between their mental state and the particular qualities of 
their literary production. Psychological abnormality grows beyond a biographical accident to a 
central feature of the author’s persona and, by extension, of his work. 
Itō would republish some of these pieces (specifically the articles on Poe, Dostoyevsky, 
Maupassant, Baudelaire, Strindberg and Wilde) some years later under the title Hentai sakkashi 
(History of Abnormal Writers).123 As the introductory chapters of Hentai sakkashi make clear, 
Itō’s starting point for his study of the psychology of modern literary authors is Cesare 
Lombroso’s work. Under the heading “Tensai wa henshitsusha” (“The Genius Is a Degenerate”), 
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Itō offers the following explanation:  
Lombroso offers the following answer to the question “What is genius?” a problem that 
until now had been considered only in terms of mystery. After all, genius is not a star that 
moves along a predetermined orbit, but mysteriously appears and disappears like a 
shooting star that on the sky. However, a genius is definitely not a mysterious monster. It 
is rather a degenerate (henshitsusha) in the psychological sense, a sort of mental illness, a 
subspecies of madness. That’s why “Between the physiology of the man of genius and 
the pathology of the insane, there are many points of coincidence.” [...] That geniuses are 
mentally ill is a fact nobody doubts now. (3-4)124 
By drawing a specific contrast with explanations of genius based on “mystery,” Itō is 
highlighting the value of Lombroso’s theories as scientific fact. From the way the connection 
between genius and mental illness is discussed as a generally accepted explanation one may infer 
that, by 1926, the main tenets of Genio e follia were part of common knowledge in Japan, in the 
context of a discussion on the origins of artistic genius. 
One of the main ideas Itō adopts from the work of the Italian criminologist is the direct 
connection between genius and genetic heredity. Just as criminal tendencies were considered a 
result of genetic degeneration, genius is also understood as a particular manifestation of the 
artist’s inborn traits. It is within this framework that Itō’s frequent discussion of the writer’s early 
years gains significance. To point out that Strindberg “since his childhood [...] was a melancholic 
and morbidly gloomy person” (HS 10-1:95), or that “Ibsen was an innocent child who liked 
nervous pictures” (HS 10-2:228), is relevant as it speaks to the perceived importance of a 
person’s heredity to determine their mental health and, in the particular case of the genius artist, 
to trace an origin for his inevitable physical and psychological weakness. 
Another aspect of this preoccupation with heredity is the importance assigned to corporal 
features as signs of the degraded genetic stock assumed of geniuses. While discussing Ibsen, Itō 
                                                 




notes that “in his famous The Man of Genius, Lombroso states as a feature of genius that “first of 
all it is necessary to remark the frequency of physical signs of degeneration” and gives as an 
example geniuses whose bodies were too small. According to him, Ibsen, Browning and others 
were of very small stature” (HS 10-2:227).125 Itō also uses a lengthy quote from “The Epileptoid 
Nature of Genius”126 to describe Dostoyevsky’s epilepsy and conclude that “the creative power 
of genius may be a form of degenerative psychosis belonging to the family of epileptic affections” 
(HS 10-4:477). These references are made with an ease that suggests the expectation that the 
reader would be conversant with Lombroso’s work and ideas. 
Itō also assumes in his readership enough familiarity with Lombroso’s description that he 
can refer to a shared concept of the morbid genius: “Poe, like many degenerates (he was a 
degenerate by birth), was of small stature. Also, his legs were arched towards the outside and he 
walked unsteadily. [...] These are the characteristics of what has come to be called genius 
degenerate (tensaiteki to iwareru hen’isha)” (HS 13-1:86). Both Lombroso and Nordau are 
invoked as authorities to establish that Baudelaire had the face of a madman: “Lombroso, the 
author of The Man of Genius, says: ‘Baudelaire appears before us, in the portrait placed at the 
beginning of his posthumous works, as the type of the lunatic possessed by the Delire des 
grandeurs.’127 Nordau calls him in his book: ‘the great leader of egomania’” (HS 9-3:359). In 
the same way, Poe’s face “could never be mistaken for a healthy one. [...] It is morbid in 
numerous features” (HS 13-1:85). Without needing to get into the details of these specific marks 
of morbidity that characterized Poe’s appearance, Itō can rely on Lombroso’s notion that facial 
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features can be codified and read as signs of the artist’s fragile mental health. 
Where Itō clearly deviates from the model of Lombroso’s analysis is in how he relates 
the morbid qualities of geniuses to their potential for artistic production. He certainly goes back 
to the ideas of Genio e follia to establish hypersensitivity as a characteristic of artistic genius. For 
instance, he quotes Lombroso to establish that “Musset, Goncourt, Flaubert, Carlyle had so 
delicate a perception of sounds that the noises of the streets and bells were unbearable to them” 
(HS 9-4:507), when presenting Flaubert as a hypersensitive individual.128 On the other hand, 
when discussing the particular qualities of Poe’s poetic production, he treats the particularities of 
his sensory system at the same level as he discusses his aesthetic ideas:  
Allan Poe’s poems are characterized by their musical and rhythmical quality. This stems 
from his intellectual, reflective, aestheticist conception of art, but one must not forget the 
role of his physical constitution. He has been praised as a genius of melody, because his 
ear was abnormally sensitive. In addition to that, he practiced music extremely often. 
Also, his olfactory and gustatory senses were very overly sensitive. That is why Poe 
could express his hallucinations and visions at will through smell, sound, taste and touch, 
and turn them into music. He could smell colors with his nose and hear flavors with his 
ears. (HS 13-1:95-96) 
What is being stressed here is not only that Poe had an ear for music that surpassed the average 
individual, but that this sensitivity brought him over the boundaries of “normal” perception into a 
unique experience of the world in which he could “smell colors” and “hear flavors.” There is a 
direct link between the “musical and rhythmical quality” of Poe’s writings and his unique 
experience of “olfactory and gustatory” sensations. He can turn his visions “into music” (which 
is to say, here, into poetic writing) because his response to sensory stimuli crosses over into the 
abnormal. This is as important for Itō as Poe’s intellectual understanding of aesthetics and 
artistic principles, or his mastery of technical skills through repeated practice. 
                                                 




It may be useful to remember here that synaesthesia was a controversial issue for late 
19th-century psychology and physiology, and was studied much more as a physical phenomenon 
than as a mere rhetorical technique. One need only to compare Itō’s evaluation of Poe’s 
synaesthetic qualities with the tirades Nordau devotes in Degeneration, specifically in 
“Symbolism,” chapter 3 of book II, to ridiculing the famous sonnet of Rimbaud “Vowels” (1871). 
For Nordau, mixing up the information conveyed by the different senses is nothing more than 
“an evidence of diseased and debilitated brain-activity, [...] a retrogression to the very beginning 
of organic development [...] a descent from the height of human perfection to the low level of the 
mollusc.” In sum, what Nordau interprets as an obvious symptom of devolution into invertebrate 
life is for Itō the source of Poe’s genius and the feature that gives his literary works their unique 
quality. 
In the same way, Baudelaire is qualified as “modern to a frightening extent” because he 
was “nervous” and addicted to stimulants: “Day by day he fell deeper into his psychological 
decomposition. He understood perfectly his own state and prayed to escape from “an oasis of 
horror in a desert of ennui.”129 However, he took pleasure in his abnormal psychological 
derangement saying "I have cultivated my hysteria with delight and terror"130 (HS 9-3:363). 
Psychological abnormality is for Baudelaire something to be cultivated. His ability to remain 
“modern” aesthetically is directly linked to his “psychological decomposition” as the experience 
that opens up a new vision of the world. That’s why Itō can say, using a common image to 
describe the creative potential of physical illness in the artist, that “the pearl of his art was the 
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crystallization of the sickness of a suffering pearl oyster” (HS 9-3:361). 
It is important to note that Itō offers this new evaluation of the very features that in 
Nordau are taken as symptoms of degeneration, but he does not dispute their abnormal and 
morbid quality. Baudelaire’s and Poe’s raw materials for their art are still “hysteria” and 
“hallucinations and visions.” In a way, they have to be abnormal to fit the starting point of 
Lombroso’s model, that is that genius is a form of mental illness. The correlation between the 
idea of psychopathology and genius is so strong, that it is often difficult to distinguish what is the 
symptom and what the condition. Genius is for Itō as much a sign of mental illness as the other 
way around. 
When discussing Strindberg, for instance, Itō acknowledges the criticism that the 
Swedish playwright was prone to morbid obsessions, but “while accepting the limiting aspect of 
his obsessions, being an “intellectual extremist” is a characteristic and a privilege of genius. One 
should rather consider Strindberg’s intellectual extremism a proof of his genius” (HS 10-1:105). 
That is, not only is the fact of being obsessive no obstacle to being considered a genius, but it is 
rather the proof that Strindberg has attained that status. The experience of this “abnormal state” 
that he shares with “so many creators” allows him to say “Ach, madness is indeed a mystery, the 
speaker of truth” (HS 10-1:101). This idea of madness as “the speaker of truth,” the way to a 
higher form of knowledge, illustrates how, for Itō, Lombroso’s definition of genius seems to 
work both ways: genius is a mode of madness, and madness is a mode of genius.  
Dostoyevsky is described as possessing “many morbid characteristics” that cover the 
whole gamut, from “great poverty” to “pulmonary emphysema,” “obsession” and “nostalgia.” 
These become the distinguishing mark for the writer, as well as for his literary characters, and 




morbid abnormality” (HS 10-4:475). Like in Poe’s case, psychological abnormality is here 
explained as the source of Dostoyevsky’s aesthetics and ideology. It is also what differentiates 
him from authors like Tolstoy, to whom Itō’s piece devotes a detailed comparison:  
Tolstoy is rationalistic, while Dostoyevsky is sickly and emotional. Tolstoy’s life was a 
problem of will, while Dostoyevsky’s was an anguish of emotion. [...] Dostoyevsky, 
compared to Tolstoy’s strength of will, was lonely, infirm of purpose and weak in 
execution. However, it was this weakness that made him emotional and intuitive enough 
to grasp things that Tolstoy’s strong will would never attain. That is where 
Dostoyevsky’s greatness resides. (HS 10-4:474) 
Again, psychological “weakness” is paradoxically what gives Dostoyevsky the privileged 
powers of perception to understand things that remain outside the range of vision of the “healthy” 
Tolstoy. Far from being an obstacle, his “sickly” constitution becomes the source of his 
“greatness.” The physiological explanation of genius closes again on itself, explaining 
Dostoyevsky’s morbid characteristics both as a result and as a source of his genius. 
To make the link between mental illness and artistic genius more explicit, Itō goes into 
detail to trace the impact of epilepsy on the processes of Dostoyevsky’s aesthetic creativity. Itō 
reproduces a lengthy quote from Dostoyevsky’s 1872 novel Demons (no source is given in the 
article, but it corresponds to part III, chapter 5, section 5) where the engineer Alexei Nilych 
Kirillov describes the experience of an epilepsy attack as feeling “the presence of the eternal 
harmony perfectly attained” (HS 10-4:479). Building off the experience described in the quote 
and projecting it on Dostoyevsky himself, Itō arrives at an almost religious image of the 
suffering artistic genius:  
His epileptic attacks, like for many geniuses, were deeply connected to spiritual emotion. 
But like the examples cited above show, his attacks were a “prayer for beauty” and an 
“emergence of life.” And in the space of five seconds, “countless ideas and beautiful 
visions” filled his head like an explosion. In that instant, Dostoyevski became “the 
highest man” and attained “the highest and purest force of life.” 




Russian people, and for the love and peace of all humankind. (HS 10-4:480) 
Itō values Dostoyevsky’s epilepsy, for it grants the Russian writer direct access to a privileged 
mode of perception that haunts him with “beautiful visions.” The privilege to become “the 
highest man” comes however with the weight of becoming an almost Jesus-like figure that 
suffers in place of those who cannot attain the vision of the world he enjoys. In giving 
Dostoyevsky’s mysticism this national dimension, Itō deviates clearly from Lombroso’s 
positions, which viewed spectacular outbursts of religious emotion as manifestations of hysteria. 
Here, in contrast, mysticism appears tightly connected to an idea of connecting to the “highest” 
form of life through artistic activity. 
Other writers appear less lucky than Dostoyevsky, in that their privileged vision only 
opens to them a consciousness of the unbridgeable gap between the ideal they are able to grasp 
and the limits of reality. When discussing Maupassant, he explains his chronic pessimism 
through his interest in representing reality “as it is” (koto sono mama ni) and his awareness that 
there exists a “cruel and ruthless [...] invisible force of nature” that governs human affairs. In 
Itō’s analysis, what made Maupassant a genius was the fact that he was one of the “few writers 
that fully felt this invisible force of nature, and grasped with careful precision the terrible truth of 
the force that lurks in the depths of this invisible reality” (HS 9-2:235). In sum, Maupassant’s 
ability to see what others could not both gave him the ability to produce his realistic works and 
pushed him down the path of insanity. 
Strindberg is described in similar terms:  
He became “mad” because of the conflict between his constant longing [for beauty and 
justice and truth] and the distress of disillusionment. Always possessed by an anxiety 
towards the opposite sex, he tried to rebel against the tragic provocations that life threw 
his way. 




drove him crazy. His madness was truly a voice of resistance against the atrocities of life. 
It was the inconsolable desperate cry of a person who can’t achieve the plenitude of life, 
the victory of life. (HS 10-1:101) 
Here too, his artistic production, and especially his novel Inferno (1898), described as “the 
ghostly words of deep despair that Strindberg’s genius spirit gasped and shrieked in agony” (HS 
10-1:101), appear as the reaction of the artist to the terrors of reality his privileged vision makes 
him aware of. In contrast to Dostoyevsky, the Swedish playwright is described as unable to attain 
the “highest” life that his visionary qualities allow him to glimpse. Both Maupassant and 
Strindberg are read by Itō as examples of geniuses for whom the basic dysfunction between their 
vision and their everyday life became a primary stimulus for artistic creation, even if the process 
of voicing this conflict would cost them their sanity. 
In other cases, the cause of the artist’s downfall is presented as the essential contradiction 
between the ideal his privileged vision allows him to glimpse and the limitations imposed upon it 
by contemporary bourgeois society. Chekhov is an obvious example: “By exploring reality 
deeply and breathing in the air of his contemporary society, a man with the artistic temperament 
of Chekhov will obviously fall into this kind of desperate gloom. That’s where Chekhov’s sad 
degeneracy and lonely destruction as intelligentsia starts” (HS 10-5:589-590). Itō’s analysis of 
Chekhov attempts a more concrete explanation of the essential contradiction that drove other 
geniuses to madness. It is the implicit lack of an artistic temperament in contemporary society 
that is identified as the starting point of his mental degradation. Chekhov’s “lonely destruction” 
suggests the image of a solitary artist at odds with his social milieu, in the same way that 
Maupassant or Strindberg’s visions diverged from the reality they were forced to live in. 
Itō’s description of the plight of Poe is even more explicit:  




are cases of nervous illnesses that were passed on to him. Those bad genes, combined 
with his alcoholism, brought about his sudden death. The second is the materialistic and 
ordinary American culture. The culture of the America in which Poe lived was extremely 
materialistic and vulgar. The only measure for life was a trivial concept of common sense 
that allowed for no reflection. Poe was too noble, too spiritual, too much of an aesthete to 
live in this society. This painful inner contradiction caused his early death. (HS 13-
1:92)131 
It is striking how closely heredity, aesthetics and ideology are interwoven in this analysis. The 
conflict between Poe’s aesthetic interests and American materialism is offered at the same level 
as his hereditary physical weakness and alcoholism as causes for his death. Itō is here completely 
subverting the implicit moral hierarchy of Lombroso’s model, in which physical infirmity often 
stands as a thinly veiled metaphor for moral inferiority. This reading of Poe’s life, on the other 
hand, presents his early death as a result of his moral superiority to the trivial materialism of 
American culture. Even taking into account the tainted history of his genetic heredity and his 
alcoholism, Poe is still seen as “too noble” to be able to endure the vulgarity of 19th century 
America. 
Itō’s pieces for the literary column of Hentai shinri thus take Lombroso’s model of Genio 
e follia as their starting point, but rework creatively his image of the degenerate genius. Itō takes 
                                                 
131 The source for this analysis is most probably Charles Baudelaire's preface to his French translation of Poe's 
works Les histoires extraordinaires (Extraordinary Stories, 1856): “All the documents I have studied strengthen me 
in the conviction that the United States was for Poe only a vast prison through which he ran, hither and thither, with 
the feverish agitation of a being created to breathe in a purer world – only a wild barbarous country – barbarous and 
gas-lit – and that his interior life, spiritual as a poet, spiritual even as a drunkard, was but one perpetual effort to 
escape the influence of this anti-pathetical atmosphere. There is no more pitiless dictator than that of 'Public 
Opinion' in democratic societies; beseech it not for charity, nor indulgence, nor any elasticity whatsoever, in the 
application of its laws to the varied and complex cases of moral life. [...] One biographer tells us gravely, and with 
the best possible intention in the world, that Poe, if he had willed to regulate his genius, to apply his creative 
faculties in a manner more appropriate to the American soil, might have become a money-making author; another 
(an out spoken cynic this!) that beautiful as Poe's genius was, it would have been better for him to have possessed 
only talent, since talent can pile up a banker's balance much more readily than genius; a third, a friend of the poet, a 
man who has edited many reviews and journals, confesses that it was difficult to employ Poe, and that he was 
compelled to pay him less than the others, because he wrote in a style too far removed from the vulgar.” Walker, I. 




from the work of the Italian criminologist the idea that artistic genius appears directly linked to 
specific forms of physical and psychological infirmity. This abnormalities are never limited to 
the mental level, but always find some physical manifestation in the genius’s body and can be 
“read” on it by a trained medical gaze. The investigation of the artists’ heredity attempts as well 
to trace the origin of these morbid features in their family history, as visible symptoms of the 
degenerative process through the generations. 
However, Itō gives these physical manifestations of abnormality a new meaning as he ties 
them directly to the genius’s artistic expression. While Lombroso explains many of the 
degenerative features of geniuses, like stammering or somnambulism, as a compensation for 
their overdevelopment in specific intellectual faculties, Itō sees these morbid features not as 
byproducts but as the very sources of artistic genius. The abnormalities he catalogues, like 
Strindberg’s obsession, Poe’s synaesthetic sensibility or Dostoyevsky’s epilepsy, are necessary 
conditions for the writers’ unique creativity, as they make possible the unique experience of the 
world that informs their artistic expression. Itō seems to have naturalized the morbid features of 
geniuses, following Lombroso’s model, to the point that they become identified with their 
aesthetic and ideological positions. 
Considering his interpretations of Chekhov and Poe, one may even argue that Itō is 
reversing the implicit moral hierarchy of Lombroso’s model. Genio e follia is, after all, based on 
the same scientific principles that had informed previous research on the traits of the inborn 
criminal, and shares with it the underlying notion that degenerative features imply a moral 
inferiority in abnormal individuals. When Itō describes Chekhov’s “sad degeneracy and lonely 
destruction as intelligentsia” or considers Poe “too noble, too spiritual, too much of an aesthete 




his social milieu. In doing this he is again locating the source of this moral superiority precisely 
in the artist’s morbidity, the abnormal features that allow him access to a different sensorial and 
aesthetic experience of the world. 
While it certainly does not apply to every writer, as the comparison between Tolstoy and 
Dostoyevsky illustrates, similar motifs are repeated enough times in the literary column of 
Hentai shinri that a common image emerges of the modern writer. Beyond the biographical 
circumstances of the individual authors, Itō’s criticism draws a model of morbid genius in which 
artistic creativity stems from psychological abnormality. The importance given to the artist’s 
morbidity is certainly influenced by the nature of the journal these articles appeared in, but it is 
also consistent with the biographical literature that Itō works from, and shows how, in early 
20th-century Japan, late 19th-century European literature was received together with the theories 
of Lombroso and Nordau, thus creating a strong connection between the literary value of the 
texts and the medicalized readings of genius that these critics developed. 
 
1.8 The 1923 survey “Watashi no hentai shinri” 
To gauge the extent to which this model of the artist as a morbid genius circulated in the 
Taishō literary scene, it is useful to look into the responses to a survey that Hentai shinri 
conducted in 1923, asking dozens of bundan members about their experience with abnormal 
psychology. Connections between artistic creativity and psychopathology appear repeatedly 
across the board in the responses of many writers, hinting at the fact that these ideas were not 
limited to a specific school or tendency, but rather had wide currency among Japanese writers in 
the 1920s. 




survey “Watashi no hentai shinri” (“My abnormal psychology”). According to Morita Kengai’s 
column “Kengai manpitsu (8)”, (“Random Jottings of Kengai (8)”, 11-6, June 1923) an 
unspecified number of members of the bundan had been asked to respond to the question “Do 
you have anything that you consider abnormal psychology?” (HS 11-6:642). Presented in three 
different installments, there were a total of 79 contributions from writers, poets, critics and 
scholars. Most of the respondents were relatively young, in their thirties or late twenties, but 
some more established personalities participated as well, like the novelists Kosugi Tengai (1865-
1952) and Oguri Fūyō (1875-1926), both of whom had by then been active as writers for over 
twenty years. 
A handful of respondents were clearly not interested in the subject of the survey. The Edo 
scholar Mitamura Engyo (1870-1952) answers tersely that he does not know how to address such 
a question (HS 11-2:154), while the rightist poet and critic Mitsui Kōshi (1883-1953) claims to 
have nothing to say, and also be totally uninterested in such a topic (HS 11-3:272). However, the 
fact that most of the participants engage with the question seriously and offer detailed 
descriptions of their experience shows that, by the 1920s, the discussion of writers’ mental health 
was considered a valid and relevant issue. The respondents understand that if they are being 
consulted about their “abnormal psychology” it is not because of their individual circumstance, 
but because they are members of a group that is conceptualized as being specially prone to 
psychological anomaly due to their creative work. 
The early 1900s discourse of neurasthenia as a chronic condition for “workers of the 
mind” is still very current, as many answers show. The novelist and playwright Fujimori Seikichi 
(1892-1977) talks about having suffered from it, as does the children's literature author Tanaka 




had just broken into the literary scene of serialized novels, gives the most detailed account of the 
relationship between nervous weakness and the labor of literary writing: 
Presently I suffer from oversensitivity stemming from neurasthenia (shinkei suijaku) and 
I cannot leave my home. Up to now I have had self-suggested cerebral anemia, but four 
or five days ago, after completing a long piece that took me a month, I had a heart attack 
and I had to stay in bed for two or three days with a heart block. Now I can’t write too 
fast for fear that I will have another heart attack. What’s worse, after talking to [the 
novelist] Kasai Zenzō (1887-1928) about chronic asthma, I had feigned asthma (zensoku 
no mane) for two or three hours. The doctor says my heart is absolutely healthy, and I’m 
just fatigued from overload, but I feel weak. (HS 11-1:40) 
While he does not speak of nervous weakness as the origin of his aesthetic vision, Mikami 
certainly identifies the practice of writing as the source of his mental troubles, linking directly 
the speed and amount of literary labor to his physical and mental health. Answers like these 
indicate that the question of mental abnormality is still conceptualized by many within the 
parameters of neurasthenia. 
Some respondents take the phrase “abnormal psychology” to mean issues concerning 
sexuality. Obviously, any frank discussion of such matters would be stifled by the censorship 
practices of the time. The proletarian writerand member of the journal Tane maku hito Nakanishi 
Inosuke (1887-1958) wonders in his response about the abnormal nature of his sexual desire 
“especially after getting married,” but refrained from going into details “so as not to corrupt 
public morals (fūzoku kairan)” (HS 11-3:278). This kind of responses hint at the gradual shift the 
word “hentai” was experiencing in the early 1920s, from a general concept of “abnormality” 
towards a more restricted meaning centered around issues of sexual desire and behavior. 
Interestingly, several of the responses establish a direct connection between abnormal 
sexuality and artistic activity. The novelist Ozaki Shirō (1898-1964), for instance, declares that 




claims to be able to bring out sexual desire, which to him “exists as nothing more than an idea,” 
in his “artistic labor” (HS 11-3:275). Artistic activity seems to offer him the only available 
means of expression for the abnormality that he sees his life dominated by, because it can 
provide a specific shape to his disembodied experience of sexual desire.  
 Hoshino Jun’ichi mentions as well how, when he sets out to write, he often finds 
himself wanting to “get drunk and smell the aroma of feminine flesh,” especially when his 
“artistic desire burns instinctively (honnōteki ni moekuruu)” (HS 11-3:276). Artistic and sexual 
desire are thus effectively equated in Hoshino’s explanation. The act of preparing to write 
prompts the appearance of the abnormal phenomenon, which is linked back to artistic activity 
through the idea of an “artistic desire” (geijutsuyoku). Artistic activity is presented thus as an 
issue of instinct, as is the sexuality that the images of “feminine flesh” evoke, and becomes by 
extension almost more a physical than an intellectual act. 
Many respondents show a familiarity with the works and ideas of Cesare Lombroso, Max 
Nordau and other psychologists of the late 19th century who had published research on the 
connections between psychological abnormality and artistic activity. Miyahara Kōichirō (1882-
1945), the author of children’s literature and prolific translator of Scandinavian literature, claims 
to be unable to diagnose his own hypothetical abnormality and cautions that “what a doctor 
considers abnormal psychology may be normal for a poet. According to Max Nordau and 
Lombroso, all great people are crazy” (HS 11-1:40). The poet Fukuchi Kōjirō (1889-1946) 
rejects the label of “abnormal” but admits that has always been considered “weird” (kawatte iru) 
by his peers and that, while he has no interest in research focused on psychological abnormality, 
he finds the work of Théodule-Armand Ribot (1839-1916) very interesting (HS 11-1:43). No 




critical literature it spawned, it is consistently the go-to reference to discuss the potential 
abnormality of the modern writer, showing how well-known these ideas and their sources were 
among the surveyed individuals. 
The poet Satō Sōnosuke (1890-1942) offers a tongue-in-cheek description of the poet’s 
image in the eyes of contemporary psychology:  
I guess it’s the nature of this business of writing poetry, but your journal probably 
considers us [poets] a den of abnormal psychology. There’s the erotic obsession 
(ren’aikyō), walks at midnight, trips to deserted places, tendency to loneliness, and the 
sudden explosions of expression. There’s also hypochondria, nervous tics, fickleness, 
inconstancy, ardour and cruelty and egoism everywhere. Sometimes taking great care in 
one’s appearance, sometimes indifferent to the point to appearing androgynous, unable to 
control the bridles of this animal called oneself. (HS 11-2:155) 
Satō’s ironic recounting of the image of the poet that he expects from a journal like Hentai shinri 
combines stereotypes from both the early 19th century Romantic poet in nocturnal solitude, and 
the late 19th century neurasthenic artist, clearly based off the ideas popularized by Nordau and 
Lombroso. While he calls research in Lombroso’s vein “annoying” (yakkaimono), Satō believes 
it will continue as long as artists admire “half-morbid geniuses” like Bruno, Boehme, Leopardi, 
Kleist, Villon, Hoffmann and “the anonymous mad poets that look out from the windows of an 
hospice for poor people in Florence” (HS 11-2:155). 
Again, Satō’s response is interesting for the ambiguous attitude it shows towards the 
stereotype. On the one hand, he separates himself from it by projecting on the journal the fantasy 
of the mad poet that he recounts with sarcastic delight. On the other hand, he does list up “half-
morbid geniuses,” thus implicitly giving relevance to Lombroso’s theories, even if they are 
“annoying.” At any rate, the morbidity of the artists does not stop him from considering them 
worthy of admiration, nor does he feel the need to dispute the image of the poet as “a den of 




himself on the side of the object of psychological study, in the company of the artists he lists up 
and implicitly values. 
There are many examples of respondents who diagnose themselves with a particular form 
of abnormality they identify as specific to the artist, and connected to a higher form of sensibility 
and expression. Inoue Yasubumi (1897-1973) writes about how, as a poet, the result of his 
expression will always contain more of his “emotions and psychological state than when normal 
people do” (HS 11-3:279). The famous poet Hagiwara Sakutarō (1886-1942), weighs in with a 
similar idea saying: “all artists may have some form of abnormal psychology. It’s not like we are 
clairvoyant or possessed by foxes, but we surpass ordinary people in our intuition of things. In 
that sense we are abnormal” (HS 11-2:160). 
Again, it is significant how naturally these respondents link the survey’s question about 
their abnormality with their specific qualities as poets. They treat the idea that “all artists may 
have some sort of abnormal psychology” as a widely-known fact and consistently link it to 
particularities in sensibility and expression. What is more, their answers address the question 
beyond their individual circumstance. They are consciously answering as artists, not as mere 
individuals, with the understanding that their experience is shared by others who also possess 
these qualities, explicitly contrasted with “normal” or “ordinary people” who are not artists.  
Among the many answers that run in this vein, there are several which delve in this 
contrast by making abnormality a central feature of one’s identity as an artist. The literary critic 
and anarchist thinker Nii Itaru (1888-1951), who, according to Ōya Sōichi, was the coiner of the 
terms mobo/moga (short for “modern boy” and “modern girl”), claims to have been diagnosed 
with “inborn neurasthenia” as a high school student, and explains: “Whenever I close my eyes, I 




a fantastic movie.)” (HS 11-2:156). The editor Hashimoto Kenzō (1897-1976) uses a similar idea 
as a central motif in his self-introduction: “I’m a sick youth (yameru seinen). My life is corroded 
by my own hallucinations and visions” (HS 11-3:277). All these examples show how the 
particular abnormality of artists is here openly reevaluated as a privilege. The artist’s 
abnormality is presented as an inborn condition that opens a path to a new and unique sensibility. 
The emphasis is clearly on the uniqueness. That is, the artist’s sensibility is not presented as an 
improved version of that of a normal individual, but as essentially different from it. 
Itō Ken, the main contributor to the journal’s literary columns, is another one of those 
who self-identify completely with the concept of being “abnormal”:  
I’m abnormal by birth. That’s why, since I don’t want it to be my demise, I have devoted 
myself passionately to researching it. When I was a child, I was morbidly weak and 
suffered from delusions and visions. From the age of seventeen to nineteen, I was 
obsessed with the life of a drifter, infirm of purpose and lacking in decision. From turning 
twenty-one to the present, I’ve had wave-like periods of neurasthenia (HS 11-3:274) 
As could be expected from somebody who devoted so many pages to analyzing it, Itō offers one 
of the most complete images of the abnormal artist paradigm. He considers himself genetically 
predisposed to psychological abnormality, and finds proof of it in his experience of an unusual 
sensibility, manifested in “delusions and visions,” and the unavoidable reference to 
“neurasthenia.” Most interestingly, he uses the same four-character phrase hakushi jakkō 
(“infirm of purpose and lacking in decision”) that he had previously used in his descriptions of 
Poe (HS 13-1:86) and Dostoyevsky (HS 10-4:474), offering a useful illustration of how the 
narratives associated with the 19th-century European writers are appropriated as a sort of 
blueprint for the “artistic abnormality” that some of these respondents were defining themselves 
by. The repetition of that four-character phrase hints at the fact that Itō was reading his own 




writing about for the journal's literary column. 
Other participants also bring up the examples of famous writers by way of response. The 
waka poet Namiki Akihito (1893-1956) says: “I still really enjoy reading Strindberg’s Inferno. 
[...] I feel strongly drawn towards his abnormal psyche. Maybe that means I’m also abnormal” 
(HS 11-3:280). Both the novelist Katō Takeo (1888-1956) and the poet Mizoguchi Hakuyō 
(1881-1945) reference Izumi Kyōka’s ostensibly obsessive compulsive behavior by mentioning 
an apparently well-known anecdote about how Kyōka would always walk two or three times 
around the postbox every time he posted a letter, to make sure it had gone all the way in (HS 11-
2:154; 11-2:157-158). 
By explaining themselves in connection with Strindberg or Kyōka, these respondents 
position themselves as part of a particular genealogy of abnormal psychology specific to writers. 
It is Namiki’s fascination with Inferno that prompts his questioning his own abnormality, and not 
the other way around. His interest in Strindberg’s work as an aesthetic model leads him to 
consider whether his attraction towards this “abnormal psyche,” a feature he reads both in the 
Swedish author and his work, would not mark him as well as “abnormal.” Katō and Mizoguchi 
both bring up the anecdote about Kyōka since they recognize that they are being asked about 
their “abnormal psychology” because of their artistic activity, and know that they are expected to 
explain themselves in the context of other circulating diagnoses of “abnormal” artists. The act of 
recognizing in oneself the same symptoms associated with a well-known “morbid genius” is 
more a gesture of diagnosing oneself as an “artist” than as “abnormal.” It is used as a way to 
connect oneself with the aesthetic value of the figures whose “abnormality” finds an echo in the 
artist that admires them. 




Literary Youths”), Itō seems to be discussing precisely this issue, as he notes how the “literary 
youths” in Japan are all convinced, like writers everywhere, that they're “blessed with a special 
talent” and take a particular pleasure in affecting “the airs of a genius” by pretending to be 
“misfits” (hen'isha), and seem to read literature only in order to “affect being bizarre” (HS 12-
1:79). It is questionable how much Itō saw himself as part of this “literary youths,” but his 
analysis seems applicable to his and many other responses to the survey. Enhancing one's 
“bizarre” qualities, and foremost among them one's symptoms of “abnormal psychology,” 
becomes equivalent of projecting “the airs of a genius” and helps the individual writers insert 
themselves in this genealogy of “abnormal artists” that the medical studies of genius and 
degeneration have created, in diagnosing 19th-century European literature. 
Some respondents that embrace the concept of “abnormal” as the center of their identity 
do so by turning it from a medical diagnosis into a political position, an interesting phenomenon, 
that points to how the ideological valence of abnormality changes in the 1920s. The literary critic 
and novelist Itō Gingetsu (1891-1944) expresses himself unequivocally: “My psychology is 
absolutely abnormal. It is the opposite of normal in every possible aspect. Because of that, I have 
realized after many years that when it comes to earning my bread in the world, I must speak and 
act in the complete opposite way of how I feel and think” (HS 11-3:271). The popular poet 
Fukuda Masao (1893-1952), uses similar terms: “I have always faced society with a rebel mind. 
In this period of transition towards the world of the future, and especially in this time of class 
struggle, I believe that my rebellious and defiant psychology, while abnormal, is the way of the 
highest natural truth” (HS 11-2:152). While reclaiming of notion of abnormal as their distinctive 
characteristic, both respondents also establish an implicit parallel dichotomy between the 




vis-a-vis their personal beliefs on the other. 
This parallel dichotomy that connects psychological abnormality to anti-social ideologies 
can be traced to Lombroso’s studies on the in-born criminal, in which Anarchism and other 
revolutionary ideologies were medicalized as forms of mental degeneration. However, while the 
diagnose appears the same, the values assigned to each side of the opposing pair are again very 
different here and in the criminological literature. Like in Itō’s analysis of Chekhov, among 
others, the implication is that their “abnormal” psychology allows them access to the “highest 
natural truth” that remains hidden to the “normal” views of society. Abnormality receives thus a 
positive value in political terms, as normality is identified with the oppressive rules of bourgeois 
society. 
Political reinterpretations like these indicate that, among the respondents to the survey, 
this mode of self-identification with abnormal psychology as a central feature of one's artistic 
persona occurred across the board, spanning very different aesthetic and ideological tendencies. 
While it is not surprising that a poet like Hagiwara Sakutarō, who often used images of illness 
and decadence in his poetry, would explicitly link his condition as a poet to psychological 
abnormality, many of the other respondents who bring up similar ideas developed very different 
aesthetics in their works. Fukuda Masao, for instance, was known as a social poet until the early 
1920s, even if later he took a turn to the right and ended up joining the state-sponsored para-
fascist organization Taisei Yokusankai (Imperial Rule Assistance Association) during the war. 
Itō Gingetsu was known for his critical stance towards modernization and his novels set in the 
disappearing Edo urban culture. Itō Ken, like I have mentioned before, wrote proletarian fiction 
until well into the 1930s. Nii Itaru was also a member of Tane maku hito and Bungei sensen, and 




in 1930. Thus, the connection between artistic creativity and psychological abnormality seems to 




This chapter has shown how mental abnormality was naturalized in early 20th-century 
Japan as the key feature of a particular model of the “modern author.” A refocusing of the source 
of literary value in the interiority of the writer and the widespread belief in the essential 
morbidity of the modern experience exemplified by neurasthenia helped create the conditions 
that made plausible the idea that modern authors derived their creative power from a uniquely 
pathological psyche. Lombroso and Nordau provided detailed and coherent studies of these 
phenomena, albeit with very different ideological implications, so their books were quickly 
turned in Japan into manuals of how to be a properly morbid modern artist. Early scholarly 
analyses of literary modernity as well as biographies of 19th-century European classics produced 
in Japan attest to the wide dissemination of these ideas, and their power to function as privileged 
narratives of what modern literature ought to be. 
More than because of what they say about the reception of specific 19th-century 
European authors in Japan, these representations of the modern author as psychologically 
abnormal are important because of the spaces they open to 20th-century Japanese authors both to 
imagine themselves as modern writers, and also to create a position for themselves in the 
developing mass cultural market. Just as the discourse of neurasthenia allowed Japanese 
intellectuals to participate in the narrative of modern progress while addressing deep-seated 




offer a language to conceptualize a unique and privileged value for literary expression, at the 









Performing Abnormal Genius: 
Tanizaki Jun'ichirō and the Formation of the Literary Field 
 
2.1 Introduction 
Criminals, masochists and mentally unstable artists populate the 1910s “diabolist” fiction 
of Tanizaki Jun'ichirō (1886-1965). Far from being deployed just for their shock value, images 
of psychological abnormality provided a rich language to dramatize anxieties about the value of 
the artist when his work becomes a commodity of mass consumption. 
It is no coincidence that the main characters in Tanizaki's fiction turn out to be so often 
artists themselves. Writers, painters or poets are so common in Tanizaki's 1910s work that it has 
been called “a gigantic artist novel.”1 This obsession with the lives of artists, often young men 
who are just finding their place in the art world, has prompted many critics to try and find in 
these texts autobiographical documents that describe the experiences of the author himself. I 
would argue that these artist narratives constitute precisely the opposite. In them, young Tanizaki 
was not recording in thinly-fictionalized form the artist that he was, but rather the artist that he 
was trying to become. If these works document anything, it is the issues that Tanizaki struggled 
                                                 





with, when attempting to build his public image as a newcomer in the literary landscape of 1910s 
Japan.2 
The sweeping changes to the material conditions of literary production in early 20th-
century Japan must be taken into account to re-evaluate many examples of Japanese fiction from 
the 1910s and 1920s that, like Tanizaki's work, deal mainly with the everyday lives of writers. 
These texts can be read outside the individual autobiographical narratives, as a generational 
effort across the literary scene to define what a writer is. In this exploration of the anxieties 
caused by the changing conditions of production and distribution of literature, and the 
uncertainties they bring over the source of artistic value and legitimacy, narrative fiction 
becomes a space to dramatize the struggle for cultural authority, and represent particular models 
of identity as artist. 
Tanizaki did not enjoy the support of a family stipend and had to rely exclusively on the 
money he could make selling his work. This reality made him keenly aware of the gap between 
what Pierre Bourdieu has called “the negative relationship [...] between symbolic profit and 
economic profit, whereby discredit increases as the audience grows and its specific competence 
declines, together with the value of the recognition implied in the act of consumption.”3 In other 
words, Tanizaki struggled with the contradiction of needing to participate in the cultural 
marketplace, selling his works to the magazine that offered him the most money, and at the same 
                                                 
2 The issue of the public position and role of the writer had been widely debated in Japan since the late 19th century. 
One of the most famous episodes concerns the 1907 controversy surrounding Natsume Sōseki resignation from his 
post as a professor of English literature at the Imperial University (the present University of Tokyo) to become a 
staff writer in the newspaper Asahi shinbun. In “Nyūsha no ji” (“Statement on Joining the Asahi,” May 3, 1907, 
Tōkyō Asahi shinbun), his first publication after leaving his teaching appointment, Sōseki responds to the public 
surprise at his decision by arguing that being a “newspaperman” (shinbun'ya) is as fine a profession (kekkō na 
shokugyō) and as good a business (shōbai) as being a university professor. 




time establishing a notion of artistic value that not only is independent from economic exchange, 
but regards commercial success as a threat to this independence. He needed to find a way to 
become a “mystified professional [...] an Artist with a capital A who experiences himself as a 
spiritual isolato but who is welcomed by the very literary marketplace he claims to abhor.”4 
It is in this context that the language of the “morbid genius” popularized by Lombroso 
becomes key. Many scholars have pointed out Tanizaki's use of these motifs,5 but there has been 
very little discussion of why they were important to him, and so many writers of his generation. I 
contend that the idea of the artist as “morbid genius” became particularly attractive for Tanizaki 
in the process of the professionalization of fiction writing, as a means to deal with the above-
mentioned anxiety towards the relationship between art, the artist and the mass audience. 
Understanding the artist as an individual that is “abnormal,” essentially different from the 
“normal” consumer, and having that difference legitimized by medical discourse, allowed for the 
possibility of a unique artistic value that would always remain independent from the reaction of 
the public. No matter their commercial success, the works of such “abnormal” artists would 
always retain the value of reproducing a unique vision and experience of the world otherwise 
unattainable to the average person. 
Building an artistic identity on psychological abnormality is a direct challenge to official 
hygienic discourse, and to the conventional narrative of bourgeois and institutional success. At 
the same time, however, it can become a source of appeal for this very bourgeois audience to 
participate in the ideal of a “pure” artistic value beyond the logic of the marketplace. The growth 
                                                 
4 Freedman, Jonathan, Professions of Taste: Henry James, British Aestheticism, and Commodity Culture, Stanford 
UP, 1990, p. 77-78. 




in journalistic coverage of the private lives of Japanese writers during the early twentieth century 
bears witness to this fact. By locating artistic value in the unique abnormal psyche of the artist, 
and the exclusive experience of the world that only a few artistic geniuses can attain, both 
producer and consumer can engage with a unique sense of value independent from those based 
on institutional recognition or volume of commercial sales.6 It only seems paradoxical if one 
shares this project of autonomous value, but the very idea of artistic value remaining wholly 
outside the realm of economic exchange is precisely what makes this very art commodifiable in 
the modern cultural market. 
These are the issues with which Tanizaki's characters grapple in his fiction. Far from 
being straightforward paeans to the glory of artistic genius, his stories focus on the contradictions 
of the problematic position of the artist within the developing cultural marketplace of early 
twentieth-century Japan. Keeping a decidedly ambivalent attitude towards their artist 
protagonists, Tanizaki exploits the theatricality of their own self-creation efforts for comic effect, 
and continuously withholds judgment on the success of their artistic and life projects. At the 
same time, these texts probe deeply into the anxieties derived from the mismatch between the 
myth of genius and the practical demands of a professional artistic career. 
 
2.2 Morbid Genealogies 
Tanizaki's essays and ancillary writings provide many useful hints of the elements he 
deployed to construct his public image as a writer in his early years. Previous scholarship has 
focused on the personal dimension of this self-invention, focusing on Tanizaki's attempts at 
                                                 
6 Raymond Williams describes a similar process occurring in European Romanticism, in Culture and Society, 1780-




constructing a Wildean “artistic life” as a means to escape the drabness of everyday life, and the 
strict morality of the ie family system represented by the figure of his father.7 I want to think 
instead about how Tanizaki carried out this self-construction in the process of establishing an 
identity in the literary scene, and the specific motifs and connections he used to build up his 
particular genealogy as a writer. A rich source for the way Tanizaki himself understood his own 
artistic development in his early years is “Seishun monogatari” (“Tales of My Youth”), serialized 
in Chūō kōron from September 1932 to March 1933. This autobiographical narrative offers many 
insights into the kind of images of writers and artists that circulated around the time of Tanizaki's 
debut and his own relationship to them.  
A key model for the young Tanizaki was undoubtedly Nagai Kafū (1879-1959). Tanizaki 
tells of discovering Kafū’s Amerika monogatari (American Stories, Hakubunkan, 1908) when 
Tanizaki was a college student, and spent some time in a Sukegawa (Ibaraki) villa owned by the 
family of his friend Sasanuma Gennosuke (1886-1960) in order to recover from a bout of 
neurasthenia. Tanizaki immediately thought Kafū was an “artistic kinsman” he would like to be 
recognized by, if he managed to break out into the literary scene. A mere seven years older than 
himself, Kafū must have seemed a much closer figure than Natsume Sōseki (1867-1916), the 
other writer who Tanizaki mentions as attempting to produce literature of a different kind than 
the Naturalism that dominated the day.8  
Kafū shared with Tanizaki a fascination with 19th-century Western literature and the 
manners of its authors. Since Kafū's protagonists are consistently Japanese men traveling abroad 
                                                 
7 See Kasahara Nobuo, Tanizaki Junʾichirō: Shukumei no erosu, Tōjusha, 1980. 





with more or less explicit artistic tendencies, his texts became easily conflated with his public 
image. This fragment from “Ochiba” (“Fallen Leaves”) in Amerika monogatari (American 
stories, 1908) is representative of Kafū's Western stories: 
American fashion is that of a commercial country and therefore in poor taste. Just to 
demonstrate that I would never be influenced by American utilitarianism, I worked hard 
at finding the right way to groom myself and concluded that I wanted to look like the 
portrait of young Daudet when he wrote “L’amoureuse,” or even like Byron, so every 
morning I curled my hair and tied my wide cravat with a studied casualness. 
People would laugh at my folly, but I myself do not think I am either foolish or out of my 
mind. I read in a Boston paper shortly after Ibsen died… that Ibsen had an unsuspected 
weakness; apparently he enjoyed looking at himself in the mirror wearing the medal the 
king had bestowed on him, rumpling his white hair intentionally to give the impression 
that he never combed it. 
I won’t question if this is true or false. Whatever Western poets have done moves me to 
tears, and I cannot help but imitate them. So I too tilt my hat slightly, again in an 
intentionally offhand manner, carry a cherry walking stick in one hand and a book of 
poetry or some such thing under my arm, and, after scrutinizing myself thus standing in 
front of the mirror for a while, finally go out and proceed toward the park where people 
gather on spring afternoons. After walking around the pond, as usual, I always go up to 
the tree-lined avenue where the bronze statues of Shakespeare, Scott, Burns, and others 
stand side by side, sit down on a bench facing them, and leisurely smoke a cigarette.9 
Kafū demonstrates both a detailed knowledge of Western writers, and an acute awareness of how 
to use specific visual cues associated with their image to signify his own artistic persona in 
public “in an intentionally offhand manner.” His fashion choices are framed as an attempt to 
mark his freedom from the “poor taste” of a “utilitarian” and “commercial country,” clearly 
attempting to carve out for himself a space as an artist opposed to commercialized culture. His 
grooming with “studied casualness” gains here an explicitly ideological dimension, marking him 
as a spiritual heir of the Western artists he admires, while keeping him separate from the features 
of the modern industrial economy that he loathes. 
                                                 
9 Nagai Kafū zenshū, vol. 4, Iwanami shoten, 1992, p. 239-240. The translation is by Mitsuko Iriye, American 




Existing scholarship has already noted how Kafū achieved his status as a cult figure in 
Japan thanks to his connections to the West.10 However, one may go beyond the mere fact that 
these were Euro-American writers Kafū was being moved by. His interest in incorporating into 
his public persona traits associated with specific Western writers goes beyond fashion choices 
and visual presentation, and is actually connected to the public narratives constructed around 
them. Maupassant, Baudelaire, Poe, and many other of Kafū's models were already widely 
known to have been social outsiders devoted completely to their art. In “Maupassant no sekizō o 
haisu” (“On seeing Maupassant’s statue”), a brief piece in Furansu monogatari (French stories, 
1909), the narrator closes with these words his passionate speech to Raoul Verlet's 1897 statue of 
Guy de Maupassant (1850-1893) at the Parc Monceau in Paris: “Just like you, master, I want to 
live a life so agonizingly artistic that I go mad and plan my own suicide.”11 Maupassant's tragic 
end, confined in Dr. Émile Blanche's asylum at Passy after a suicide attempt on January 2, 1892, 
is interpreted in the text as a sign of an “agonizingly artistic life,” in which art consumes the 
writer's existence so completely that it affects his psychological health. The narrator is careful to 
note, however, that what he wishes for is not to actually kill himself, but to “plan” his own 
suicide, showing a clear awareness that the “agonizingly artistic” life he dreams of is in great 
part a conscious project arranged by the artist himself. 
The extent to which Kafū's public image in Japan was identified with these specific 
motifs of the tragic writer living an “agonizingly artistic” life can be gleaned from descriptions 
like the one critic Uchida Roan (1868-1929) devoted to him in the journal Bunshō sekai in 1909. 
                                                 
10 See Ken Ito, Visions of Desire: Tanizaki's Fictional Worlds, Stanford University Press, 1991. 




Roan describes Kafū as a new model of artist the likes of which Japan had not seen before: “The 
first real artist in the European sense I have seen is Mr. Kafū. […] People like Ozaki Kōyō may 
have considered themselves artists, but Kōyō's art was just his business (shokugyō). For Mr. 
Kafū art is his life, not his business. He embodies (kegen) art with all his might. He breaths art 
and lives for art.”12 Roan incorporates into his description the “Western” quality of Kafū's 
artistic persona, equating it basically with his quality as a “real artist.” More interestingly, he 
integrates as well Kafū's resistance to be co-opted by modern commercial culture, comparing 
him explicitly to best-selling author Ozaki Kōyō (1868-1903) to establish an essential difference 
between a writer who sees literature as a money-making business, and one who “embodies” art 
integrally in his life like Kafū does. 
Considering their common interest in this idea of art as a life-changing activity, and their 
distaste for its commercialization, it is no wonder that Kafū became such a powerful model for 
the young Tanizaki. The first meeting of the “Pan no kai” (“Society of Pan”) in November 1909 
gave Tanizaki the chance to meet his admired Kafū in person. The encounter is described as 
follows: “There was an elegant gentleman of twenty-eight or nine. He was tall and thin, and was 
dressed in a dark suit. He wore his long hair neatly oiled and combed. His jaw gave his face a 
rectangular contour like a cutting board. His pale and swarthy complexion made him look almost 
sick. He had a protruding lower lip like a spoiled child. His dark clothes and lanky body gave 
him a neat look, but also made him look a bit like a Mephistopheles. “That is Mr. Nagai,” said 
somebody close to me” (TJZ 13:372). The correspondence of this image of Kafū to the classic 
anti-heroes of Tanizaki's early fiction is so perfect that one cannot help but wonder to what 
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extent Tanizaki was projecting upon him his own fantasies about what a modern writer ought to 
be: sickly but elegant, and slightly diabolical. 
Later, when discussing how Ueda Bin called Kafū “a true modern man,” Tanizaki does 
not fail to bring up again his “sickly, weak and unhealthy” appearance (TJZ 13:410). The 
emphasis on the morbid aspects of his “artistic kinsman” is not surprising, considering how 
Tanizaki attempted to make physical and psychological abnormality a central characteristic both 
of the artists featured in his fiction, and of his own public persona. Tanizaki remembers, for 
instance, being told that he looked “like August Strindberg” when he let his hair grow long and 
had the appearance of a “fearsome bandit” (TJZ: 13:377). No doubt the comparison was inspired 
by the image of the “occultist” Strindberg, after his much-publicized experiences of temporary 
insanity during his sojourn in Paris in the mid-1890s. 
Kafū would go on to have a key role in the launch of Tanizaki's career as a professional 
writer. Kafū published a glowing review of Tanizaki's early pieces in “Tanizaki Jun'ichirō-shi no 
sakuhin” (“The Works of Mr. Tanizaki Jun'ichirō,” Mita bungaku, November 1911), in which he 
praised Tanizaki's work extensively, and compared him to European artists such as Anatole 
France, Baudelaire, Poe, Wagner, Ibsen, Grieg and D’Annunzio.13 Upon reading the words of 
his admired model, and experiencing the sudden rise in commercial demand for his writings 
brought upon by Kafū's public acknowledgment, Tanizaki finds himself wavering between the 
joy of being recognized by a fellow author he idolizes, and the fear of extra-artistic motivations 
creeping into his own work: “When that piece came out in Mita bungaku, I agonized quite a 
while over whether to go give my thanks to master Kafū or not. It goes without saying that 
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master Kafū had not written his piece in order to receive my gratitude. No doubt he had written it 
out of pure motivation as an artist. However, considering that I had received some worldly 
benefits from it, it would be a lack of manners not to say anything” (TJZ 13:383-384). It is very 
significant that Tanizaki turns into an agonizing moral conflict a rather straightforward social 
occasion, which would not require much more than a perfunctory visit to acknowledge Kafū's 
role in facilitating his bundan debut. Instead, Tanizaki imagines himself trapped between the 
“pure motivation as an artist” that he assumes from Kafū, implicitly devoid of any consideration 
of the activity of writing as an economic exchange, and the commercial motivation he fears will 
be assumed from his act of giving thanks, since the review provided him with “worldly benefits” 
in the form of an important boost to his professional career as a writer. It is as if, for Tanizaki, 
the presence of those “worldly benefits” would taint the pure artistic relationship he imagines he 
has with his “artistic kinsman” and model. Artistic value and commercial value seem to be 
mutually exclusive or, at least, appear to undermine each other in the young Tanizaki's 
understanding. 
Connected to this tortured relationship with the economic realities of his growing career 
as a professional writer, Tanizaki also shows a marked anxiety towards the possibility of the 
mass media exerting any sort of influence on his own art: 
Around that time I thought Naturalist writers were all a bunch of country bumpkins, and I 
also felt an antipathy for their lack of refinement and sensibility. Naturally, I did not seek 
to interact with anybody in the bundan, outside of the Shinshichō coterie members. I was 
friends only with my old schoolmates from the First High School and the people I drank 
with. As for bundan members, I kept a respectful distance from people like master Kafū. 
With the writers and critics my age one could only talk about literature, and only about 
the most current fashions at that. Since they seemed to me to have a very narrow view of 
the world, I did all I could to stay away from that childishly sick atmosphere. I forbid 
myself from reading magazines and newspapers that contained current reviews or bundan 
gossip. If I did, I was afraid I would become anxious about what was fashionable and 




away from whatever they said. I had become suddenly a star (hanagata) of the bundan 
and received many requests for manuscripts, but I refused all invitations to submit 
miscellanea and essays. I concentrated all my efforts on one piece and when I finished it I 
sent it to the place that paid the most for it, which were magazines like Chūō kōron. 
Some may have thought that with my attitude, staying aloof from the fashions of the 
bundan, I was imitating master Sōseki. (TJZ 13:390) 
Tanizaki's explanations are notable for their ambiguity. On the one hand, he seems very careful 
to stay away from anything that may interfere with his artistic ideas, be it reviews of current 
works or the “childishly sick atmosphere” of the contemporary literary scene with its gossip, 
narcissism, and petty rivalries. On the other hand, however, he is perfectly conscious that, due to 
his lack of a family stipend or inheritance to support himself, he was being forced to sell his 
manuscripts for the highest possible price. That was the only way to afford to focus on his 
writing as his main economic activity. Far from dwelling on the indisputable fact that he was a 
full participant in the commercial economy of literary publishing, he turns this circumstance into 
an opportunity to reinforce his image of independence from the literary scene. He claims to 
actively ignore his fellow professional writers, but does not fail to notice his rapid rise to a “star 
of the bundan.” He concedes that he was choosing publishing venues based on the price they 
would pay for his manuscripts, but frames that as a desire to stay focused on his literary work. 
His purported aloofness allows him to implicitly compare himself to none other than Natsume 
Sōseki. 
In the last section of “Seishun monogatari,” Tanizaki closes with a wide-ranging 
diagnosis of his generation's psychological state: 
It was very common among the literary youth of the time to suffer from neurasthenia. 
Young people are naturally prone to insomnia and anguish. The previous generation was 
overwhelmed by a Fujimura Misao-style pessimism and glorified suicide and shinjū.14 
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As one can see in “Gantō no kan,” it had something mushy and sentimental, influenced 
probably by Schopenhauer and Buddhist philosophy. Our generation’s neurasthenia was 
something more fin-de-siècle, more decadent. What ruled our minds was rather the 
morbid modern trend described in Max Nordau’s Degeneration. In our anguish and 
agony there was not a speck of sentimentalism. We looked at those things with disdain as 
relics from early Naturalism. [...] 
[Chogyū’s] era was rampant with a cheap sentimentalism. Getting rid of it was one of the 
achievements of Naturalism. We went from being obsessed with the shinjū stories of 
Chikamatsu when we were in Middle School, to getting acquainted with Euro-American 
Decadent literature. We had none of the naiveté that comes from that sentimentality. 
Chogyū exclaimed “Love, or Death, or Madness,” but our generation didn’t glorify Death 
and Madness. We feared them. There was Strindberg’s Saiki 15  and Inferno, 16 
Gorky’s ”Fusagi no mushi,”17 Andreyev’s “Kiri”18 and “Kesshōki,”19 to say nothing of 
Poe and Baudelaire. When we read these kind of works, anxiety and fear affected our 
nerves deeply, smashed our sensibility, warped our sensuality, and made our bodies unfit 
to withstand the stimulus of love. Ōnuki’s early death was caused by sickness, no doubt, 
but I think that it also played a large role that his nerves were exhausted by the impact of 
the times.20 (TJZ 13:419-421) 
The effort to mark a generational divide is clear. To distinguish his cohort from the era of 
Chogyū, who is presented here into the symbol of an old-fashioned sentimentalism, Tanizaki 
turns to the imagery of fin-de-siècle decadence. He sees his generation portrayed in the diagnosis 
of Nordau's Degeneration, through which many young writers discovered the great names of 
“Euro-American Decadent literature.” 
                                                                                                                                                             
made his story of unrequited love into a mass sensation. 
15 Creditors, a drama from 1889 translated by Mori Ōgai for the second volume of his collection of contemporary 
European one-act dramas Hitomaku-mono (Ifūsha, 1910).  
16 A novel written in French in 1897, and translated by Sobu Rokurō as Kyōsha no kokuhaku: Strindberg jijoden 
Inferno (Gakkaidō Fukuoka shoten, 1914). 
17 “The Depression Bug,” novella originally published in 1896, and translated by Futabatei Shimei within the 
collection Karuko-shū (Shun'yōdō, 1908), together with stories by Maxim Gorky and Vsevolod Garshin. 
18 “Fog,” a short story originally published in 1902 and translated by Nobori Shomu for the collection Roshia 
gendai daihyōteki sakka rokuninshū (Ifūsha, 1910). 
19 “Record of a Blood Laugh,” a short story originally published in 1904 and translated by Futabatei Shimei as a 
separate volume (Ekifūsha, 1908). 
20 Ōnuki Shōsen (1887-1922) was the older brother of the writer Okamoto Kanoko, a member of the second 




The key difference, however, lies not with the imagery used, but with the first-hand 
experience of “Death and Madness.” Tanizaki observes in Chogyū's generation a naïve 
glorification of these two ideas, based on a superficial idealization of them. His own generation, 
on the other hand, is marked by an actual experience of the morbid mental states explored in the 
literary references that he cites. This is consistent with Tanizaki's aforementioned interest in 
conceptualizing art as an integral life experience. Far from a decorative sentimentalism, his 
generation's contact with morbidity produces a physical response in the form of nervous 
exhaustion.  
Tanizaki repeatedly mentions suffering from spells of neurasthenia, obsessive ideas, and 
panic attacks, as well as nervous problems when riding trams and trains, and when going to the 
movies (TJZ 13:422-423). Compared to the members of the Shinshichō coterie, he considers the 
members of Shirakaba “much healthier,” but the fact that even they produced works like Shiga 
Naoya’s “Kamisori” (“The Razor,” Shirakaba, June 1910) and “Nigotta Atama” (“An Impure 
Mind,” Shirakaba, April 1911) is taken as proof of the general “level of morbidity of the youth 
of that time” (TJZ 13:422). Thus anguished nerves, warped sensualities and unfit bodies are not 
just buzzwords, but the first-hand experience of the “impact of the times” that defines a new 
generation's sensibility and art. 
Among the essays Tanizaki published during the first years of Taishō, one of the most 
telling is the piece “Chichi to narite” (“Upon Becoming a Father,” Chūō kōron, May 1916), 
written on the occasion of the birth of his first daughter Ayuko, and published together with an 
essay by feminist activist Hiratsuka Raichō titled “Haha to narite” (“Upon Becoming a Mother”). 
Tanizaki opens the piece by stressing how strange it is for him to think of himself as a “father.” 




not professional prostitutes who would use some form of contraception), but had produced no 
kids, Tanizaki does not fail to bring up his particular morbid sexuality as explanation: “Since I 
have an inborn morbid sexual desire, I thought there was some defect in my body. I thought I 
lacked the healthy ability to produce children” (TJZ 22:24). Even when faced with the obvious 
fact of his wife's pregnancy, he insists that “the child of a man like me cannot grow up in good 
health,” and fears that “considering the poison I had put in my brain and body, the child would 
probably be born disabled” (TJZ 22:25). 
From the very beginning of the essay, Tanizaki wastes no time in positioning himself on 
the side of the “morbid,” and “poisonous” and far from the “healthy” images of fertility that a 
growing family conventionally inspires. The image of the writer set up here aligns with the 
motifs of morbidity and physical infirmity as identity marks of the artist that Tanizaki explores in 
his early fiction. Far from taking this as proof of an autobiographical source for his stories, I 
think these connections point towards an active preoccupation with constructing a public image 
of himself that does not clash with the aesthetic principles developed in his fiction. 
Tanizaki touches on this subject himself in the essay. After establishing that he has 
always been an “egoist,” who had lived “exclusively for his own pleasure” (TJZ 22:25), he 
confesses that his main worry upon having a child is that the experience of caring for the 
newborn will force him to give up his egoism, which he views as the source of his art: “If my 
egoism disappeared, my art would no doubt disappear with it, I thought” (TJZ 22:26). This 
concern is explained at length later: 
For me, art was first, life second. First I tried to unify life to art as much as possible, or at 
least subordinate it to art. When I wrote “Shisei” (“The Tatooer”), “Suterareru made” 
(“Unitl Abandoned”) and “Jōtarō” (“Jōtarō”) I thought that was possible. To a certain 
extent, I lived my morbid sensual life in secrecy. When I felt the gap between my life and 




endeavor to use most of my life to perfect my art. I wanted to interpret my marriage as 
well as a tool to make my art ultimately better and more profound. In this way, I still put 
my art first. But today their relative importance is too different and they have become 
separate. When I think of art, I yearn for the beauty of the diabolic. When I turn my eyes 
to life, I feel assailed by the alarm bells of virtue (jindō). Since I am a lazy coward, every 
time I feel assailed by these contradictory impulses I cannot advance, and I often stray 
into side roads. 
However I love art passionately, and it is only in art that I find my reason to live. I do not 
intend to spare any efforts to construct my art. Since obviously true art must match life, I 
have determined myself to reject my cowardice and continue until I solve the fight inside 
of me. (TJZ 22:28) 
Rather than talk about the experience of being a father, Tanizaki uses this essay as a manifesto of 
sorts about his public image as an artist. Actually, Tanizaki points out at the end of the essay how 
the motivation to write it came after reading a collection of critical essays on his work Chūō 
kōron had published the previous month. The birth of his first daughter is thus nothing more than 
an excuse to respond to the contemporary critical discourse around his works. The main point of 
the essay in this regard seems to be to declare that the changes in his social position have always 
been subordinated to his artistic persona. Tanizaki implicitly rejects the developmental narrative 
that would see a process of growth in the changes from bachelor to married man, and from 
married man to father. Rather, these social changes appear as obstacles he has had to overcome 
as he strives to “subordinate” his life to his artistic endeavors, and attempts to use those obstacles 
as tools to improve his art. However, the tone of the essay shows that, even with all the 
references to his “morbid sensual life” and the “beauty of the diabolic,” Tanizaki is aware of the 
distance between the persona he has crafted for himself and his real life, and the declaration of 
passionate love to art as the only reason he has to live reads like a preemptive move against 
whatever criticism may fall upon his subsequent works. 
In other writings, Tanizaki shows an ambivalent attitude towards the development of his 




professional writer entails. In the preface to his short-story collection Konjiki no shi (A Golden 
Death),21 Tanizaki reflects on the Oscar Wilde quote “It is easy to be popular” saying “since it is 
easy to be popular and it is certainly not bad for a writer, popularity is something we must fear. If 
one is not careful, one can be poisoned by popularity.” Talking of the public discussion sparked 
by “O-Sai to Minosuke” [“O-Sai and Minosuke,” Chūō kōron, September 1915], he confesses 
how he “felt rather an antipathy towards its unreasonable popularity, but nevertheless I couldn’t 
help but feel happy” (TJZ 23:18). In the brief “Yomu koto sura kirai” (“I Hate Even to Read 
Them”), a response to the survey “Geppyō zehi no mondai ni tsuite” (“On the Issue of Monthly 
Reviews,” Shinchō, January 1922), Tanizaki claims to only read newspapers that do not publish 
literary columns. He confesses to being unable to repress a reaction, whenever he reads a 
misdirected critique of his work, and he admits that he prefers to receive praise than not, but 
claims that even that is of no importance to him (TJZ 23:64). 
In pieces like these, Tanizaki seems genuinely conflicted about his growing success as a 
writer, wavering between the satisfaction of seeing his work discussed and praised, and the fear 
that his increasing popularity may be dangerous for his work as an artist. No matter how 
successful he eventually is to convince his readership of his sincerity, it is clear that he is aware 
of the need to establish a public image that is consistent with his fictional works. At the same 
time, he needs to both separate himself from the more commercial side of the literary scene, 
while placing himself in a clear genealogy that brands him as a member of a new generation of 
artists, heirs of Sōseki and Kafū, and separate from the perceived sentimentality of late-Meiji 
literature and art. 
                                                 





2.3 The Tragicomedy of Masochist Self-Creation 
Tanizaki's early fiction is often glossed over in studies of his work. After “Shisei” (“The 
Tattooer,” Shinshichō, November 1910), the story that effectively launched Tanizaki's career, 
most monographs tend to ignore the period until his first full-length novel Chijin no ai (Naomi, 
serialized in Ōsaka Mainichi Shinbun and Josei, 1924-1925).22 This is not only due to the fact 
that Tanizaki's 1910-1923 production occupies but a small part of a long and fruitful career that 
spanned six decades and produced more than a dozen novels. Tanizaki himself seems to have felt 
a certain unease about the fiction from his youthful “diabolist” (akumashugi) phase, when editing 
his own Complete Works towards the end of his life. 
For instance, the pieces “Oni no men” (“The Demon's Mask,” Tōkyō Asahi Shinbun, 
January to May 1916), “Suterareru made” (“Until Abandoned,” Chūō kōron, January 1914) and 
“Jōtarō” (“Jōtarō,” Chūō kōron, September 1914) were part of the first collection of Tanizaki's 
Complete Works, published by Kaizōsha in 1930-1931, but disappeared in the postwar when the 
author prepared a new edition of his oeuvre for Chūō kōronsha, to be published between 1957 
and 1959. The story “Konjiki no shi” (“A Golden Death,” Tōkyō Asahi Shinbun, December 
1914) was not included in the editions of Tanizaki's Complete Works overseen by the author. It 
would not be collected as part of his Complete Works until the 1966 edition, prepared after the 
author's death. Most literary criticism seems to have shared with Tanizaki this distaste for most 
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of his 1910s production. Itō Sei calls the period Tanizaki's “slump”,23 and Noguchi Takehiko 
describes the author as just “churning out” (ransaku) works during these years.24 
If there is one motif that links the stories that Tanizaki expurgated from his 1950s 
Complete Works, that is the motif of abnormal sexuality, and specifically masochism. The male 
protagonists in Tanizaki's early stories are almost all masochists, attempting with various degrees 
of success to find the perfect woman who will fulfill their most secret fantasies. Considering the 
censorship practices of twentieth-century Japan, it is not surprising that there are no descriptions 
of actual masochist sexual practices in the texts, but the issue of the characters' masochism 
remains one of the central concerns to a significant portion of Tanizaki's works. Tanizaki's 
exploration of masochism has been traditionally understood as a quasi-Platonic impulse towards 
the search for the ideal woman, to whom the male protagonist can offer his adoration.25 I would 
like to focus instead in the connections of the masochist's practice with the idea of the 
“artification” of life. These masochist relationships are very often described in terms of a 
theatrical performance staged by the lovers. Several of these texts spell out explicitly the identity 
of the masochist and artistic impulses in their protagonists. The process of creating one's lover is 
conflated with artistic creation, to the point that one seems to stand in for the other, in some cases. 
For this reason, masochism becomes a particular powerful image to represent in fiction the 
essential identity of artistic impulses and psychological abnormality. 
“Shisei” is one such story. Seikichi, a fallen ukiyo-e painter turned tattooer in Edo, turns 
a “the timid, yielding girl” into a confident femme fatale with eyes “bright as a sword” by 
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tattooing a spider on her back. The text employs the language of self-awakening, mentioning 
how the girl “discovered her secret self” and found “something long hidden in the darkness of 
her own heart,” but the story remains centered around Seikichi, who feels “his spirit dissolve into 
the charcoal black ink that stained her skin,” and for whom each drop of color is like “a drop of 
his lifeblood” (TJZ 1:69). While pointing implicitly towards a masochistic relationship between 
the tattooed woman and the artist, the work's focus is the power of artistic activity to transform 
the characters physically. Tattooing becomes in the text the perfect metaphor for this, bringing 
together the artistic connotations of painting with the human body literally turned canvas, and 
each drop of colored ink turned “lifeblood.” 
“Suterareru made” (“Until Abandoned,” Chūō kōron, January 1914) is one of the pieces 
that develops the theme of masochism as artistic performance. The opening scene of the story 
shows Kōkichi, the main character, waiting for his lover Michiko at a tram stop in Ginza. 
Meeting her among the show windows displaying imported goods seems particularly appropriate, 
since she is “tall, with long limbs like a Westerner” and “peppers her phrases with smart English 
words” (TJZ 2:180). The protagonist feels “like a writer setting up a novel,” considering the 
possible developments of their liaison in terms of a dramatic performance (TJZ 2:181). 
Projecting the theatrical features of their relationship on the urban space of Ginza, he imagines 
the masses as “heralds that announced her arrival, forming a long long procession,” as support 
actors to “the drama that the couple was staging” (TJZ 2:184-185). From the very opening, the 
story presents their love story as an artificial performance for the main character's benefit. 
Kōkichi's obsession is to turn their relationship into something dramatically interesting, 
and he sees two main options for that: “either the woman became his slave, or he became hers.” 




could reach the most extreme conclusion. If the woman became his slave, he could indulge in the 
pleasure and dignity of a despot. If he became her slave, he could live the passion and 
superstition of a martyr. To kill the woman or be killed by her, if he could reach any of the two 
he would be happy” (TJZ 2:181). For Kōkichi, dramatic spectacle seems to be more important 
than the actual position he should occupy in the power dynamics of the relationship. It is the 
theatricality that matters most to him, and what drives his interest in developing his liaison with 
Michiko even, it seems, beyond the actual practices involved. It would seem that, if the point of 
masochism is to suffer pain, being the killer or the killed would be a major point for anybody 
involved in that equation, but for Kōkichi's fantasy it is enough to participate in that dramatic 
denouement. While the text presents Kōkichi as an “artist,” he is never shown engaging in any 
other creative activity unrelated to his masochistic relationship, reinforcing the idea that one 
stands in for the other in the story. 
Kōkichi's idea of love as a dramatic performance goes beyond the limits of conventional 
theater, for he seems to expect his beloved’s body to actually change under the influence of his 
love: 
“Love is art. The highest art, made with flesh and blood.” That is what Kōkichi believed, 
and he strove to create his lover. At the same time, that was the most important goal of 
his life as an artist. That is why he considered artistic all the words, impulses and actions 
needed to arrive to his objective. 
Obviously, creating her was not only a matter of molding her character. Kōkichi 
witnessed clear physical changes in her - in her face and expressions, for example. He 
projected his illusion on her factions. Since absorbing Kōkichi’s influence, the beauty of 
her face had grown more refined. Originally, the character of a woman cannot attain 
artistic value independently from her physical appearance. In the case of women, those 
two concepts were almost identical. If one were to take her beautiful face away from an 
artistic woman, she would degenerate into a simply vulgar and immoral person. On the 
other hand, a woman born naturally beautiful already had something artistic, 
independently of her character. At least she had the capability of becoming artistic. With 
the development of her character and the influence of her psychology, it was natural that 




Kōkichi's idea of love as art is predicated on the potential of the female body's beauty to have 
artistic value, and his own ability to develop it not only in the character but also in the physical 
presence of his beloved. Incidentally, that also seems to mean to turn her morality on its head, as 
an “artistic woman” without physical beauty becomes “simply vulgar and immoral.” At any rate, 
the central role of the male lover's gaze and physical intervention is clear. The female body can 
be like a work of art, because of the male lover's role as the artist that creates its beauty. Female 
beauty is taken thus as a raw material that, in order to attain its full artistic quality, needs to be 
enhanced by the hand of the lover/artist “like a sculptor uses wood and stone to create art […] to 
make her as unnatural, unreal, uncommon and theatrical as possible” (TJZ 2:216-217). The 
artistic dimension of feminine beauty, then, is not achieved by enhancing its natural qualities but 
rather by turning it as artificial as possible. 
Interestingly, the interaction with the female body as potentially artistic beauty affects 
Kōkichi as well. He is described as having a “feminine” and plump body, and as being 
sometimes overcome by “a completely feminine emotion” (TJZ 2:210). He reads Otto 
Weininger's Sex and Character (1903),26 and recognizes himself in the assertion that sexual 
difference is not an absolute but a matter of degree, since all men have some feminine part in 
themselves and vice versa. Every time he interacts with his lover, Kōkichi claims that “his spirit 
and flesh received her beautiful influence, and started to take on a feminine hue.”  
However, “his feminine attitude only manifested itself towards his lover. He kept their 
private world completely separate from the normal world, and it was only in the first that he 
could see the highest true life. This world full of craft, full of illusions, full of masks, was to him 
                                                 




much more true than the normal world. It was worth his whole life. He devoted all his energy to 
make their private world gorgeous and fertile” (TJZ 2:245). While the lovers' world is described 
as “more true than the normal world,” it is still very much limited to the main character's fantasy 
and kept separate from the rest of his life. It exists, in other words, only as far as he is actively 
pursuing the theatrical performance their relationship is based on. Kōkichi may say that “only the 
feminine life is the true artistic life,” and that this “true artistic life” is attainable “only through 
love,” but in no way do these and other similar scenes in Tanizaki's early fiction imply a 
championing of the androgynous as the perfect beauty. Kōkichi's feminizing process is 
exclusively limited to the role he has chosen for himself within the framework of his masochistic 
relationship. The changes in Michiko, who becomes “unwomanly” as he becomes feminized, 
appear as a balancing effect to the changes in the male protagonist, as if to preserve the 
equilibrium of “masculinity” and “femininity” within the couple (TJZ 2:246). As Tomi Suzuki 
has pointed out, while Tanizaki may have transformed “Weininger's negative conception of 
femininity into positive notions,” he does not negate “the presence of the dominant, mainstream 
bourgeois value system.”27 
The strict focalization on the male character makes it difficult to estimate to what extent 
the female beloved experiences the same heightened state in their relationship. There are enough 
hints, however, that this might be strictly limited to Kōkichi's fantasy. When Michiko starts 
flirting with Sugimura, the younger brother of a man she had previously had a relationship with, 
in front of him, Kōkichi realizes that she may have an agenda of her own, as she uses the young 
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man “like a favorite ornament.” “Until she found another, one more submissive and servile,” he 
fears, “she would not get rid of this ornament. Even after leaving Kōkichi and moving to her 
second or third lover after him, she would still need her ornament” (TJZ 2:234). The protagonist 
is aware throughout that he is constructing a fantasy and, in order to do that, he needs to willfully 
ignore reality and stick to his love-art. Again, it is significant that he keeps using artistic 
metaphors, talking of her as if she was an “unfinished manuscript” that he cannot rewrite. To 
make up for the break in the dramatic illusion, “he could only admonish her about today and 
educate her to put back on the mask she had dropped. To forget the bad impression of tonight, to 
deceive his eyes completely, he had to put her mask on and make it shine” (TJZ 2:241).  
The story moves fatally towards frustration as the only possible conclusion. For all the 
efforts of Kōkichi to become subservient to his beloved Michiko, in the end, real life intrudes in 
the lovers’ fantasy as she is going to be married off by her family to Sugimura. The story 
concludes with a disoriented Kōkichi deciding to commit suicide. The sudden ending of the 
relationship reveals the contingency of the protagonist's fantasy and lays bare the fictions that he 
has been projecting on its main actors. 
“Jōtarō” (“Jōtarō,” Chūō kōron, September 1914) also explores the theatricality of 
masochism, while probing more explicitly into the connections between psychological 
abnormality and artistic creativity. The story describes the repeatedly failed attempts of the 
eponymous protagonist to “educate” the perfect woman for his masochistic fantasies. Ranko, his 
first experiment, seems to respond well to his needs, but eventually develops feelings for him, 
forcing him to end the relationship. O-Nui, the second candidate, seems just what he was looking 
for, until she turns out to be too genuinely evil for his own good and leaves Jōtarō for another 




his parents' house and play the prodigal son. 
Superficially, the plot of “Jōtarō” seems just a more complex retelling of the fatal 
disappointment of the masochist's fantasies like in “Suterareru made.” There is, however, 
significantly more attention devoted to the actual connections of the protagonist, a writer by 
profession, with the world of art. Jōtarō is recognized since his childhood as a “slightly more 
developed intelligence” and thinks of himself as a “genius” (TJZ 2:395). 
He shows a sophisticated understanding of the nuances of the issue of morality in art, by 
quoting the Oscar Wilde dictum that “Vice and virtue are to the artist materials of his art.” Using 
the examples of Dante and Milton, he advances Wilde's position one step further, arguing that 
only by using “Vice” as its main material can a literary work become great: 
“Beauty” has much more in common with “Vice” than with “Virtue.” – Isn’t it so? This 
is not just my personal opinion. One just needs to look at classical literature to see it. For 
instance, if I asked you what is the most poetic section of Dante’s Divina Commedia, 
wouldn’t you say it is the “Inferno”? You could take out the “Paradiso” and “Purgatorio” 
and it would still be a great work, but what do you think would happen if the “Inferno” 
did not exist. I bet it would not be praised as one of the world’s masterpieces. Let me give 
you another example. Try and compare Milton’s Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained. 
Why do you think Paradise Lost turned out a success and Paradise Regained a failure? I 
will tell you why: because the first depicts the triumph of “Evil” and the second the 
triumph of “Virtue.” All these facts prove how close “Beauty” and “Evil” are in human 
sensibility.” (TJZ 2:363-364) 
Considering how he regards himself as a genius artist, essentially different and beyond the 
comprehension of the common public, it makes sense that Tanizaki's protagonist would situate 
art on the side of “Vice.” In doing so, he is conceptualizing his artistic activity together with 
behavior censored by society, and not with behavior promoted by it, that is “Virtue.” By making 
“Vice” a necessary component of great art, Jōtarō is not only stating that artistic value and moral 
value are two separate systems, but actively reappropriating the idea of “Vice” as artistic. In the 




unattainable to that of the mass audience, the moral dimension of his work must be branded as 
“Evil” and remain outside of legitimized public morality, as an essentially anti-social activity. 
A key moment of self-recognition that allows Jōtarō to articulate his identity as an artist 
and as a masochist, comes when he finds in Richard von Kraft-Ebbing's Psychopathia Sexualis 
(twelve editions 1886-1903)28 medical descriptions of abnormal sexuality in great writers of the 
Western tradition: 
It was difficult to deny that he experienced a sort of peace, joy and consolation. Jōtarō 
realized that there had been many geniuses, such as Rousseau and Baudelaire, who were 
also prisoners of the passion of Masochism. If one examined them closely, the actions of 
Dante, Shakespeare and Goethe also betrayed such tendencies. He realized that his 
inclinations not only presented no obstacle to establishing himself in the world as literary 
writer, but there was no other way for him to live that was not as a masochist artist. 
Actually, for him it was not a doctrine or a philosophy that he wanted to spread. It was 
simply because he was a masochist, because he had no other path in life, that he had 
chosen his current profession. For that reason his literature was nothing more than the 
record of the morbid pleasures originated by his weird tendencies. His works had 
absolute value for himself, but the general reader could make no sense of them. (TJZ 
2:406) 
Recognizing his own masochistic tendencies in the examples of artists of the past helps Jōtarō 
not only accept them as part of himself, but also locate in them the origin of his artistic talent and 
explain why the “general reader” would be unable to understand their worth. Being a masochist 
is for him not an obstacle to the development of his genius, not even an accidental quality, but an 
essential part of his being a writer. It is his masochism that, at the same time, furnishes him with 
material for his writings and gives them “absolute value” (zettai no kachi) for himself. 
Understandably, the “general reader” is as alien to his creations as to his sexual urges. His 
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literature is not about spreading among his audience “a doctrine or a philosophy,” but about 
giving artistic form to his “weird tendencies.” Creating a direct identity between aesthetic 
sensibility and abnormal sexual practices, the path of the masochist and the path of the writer are 
thus presented as one and the same, through the examples that Kraft-Ebbing's monograph 
provides him with. 
Paradoxically, Jōtarō counts among his peers some of the most well-known figures of the 
Western canon. It would seem contradictory to derive one's value from established names in 
literary history and simultaneously claim an essentially unique nature impossible to understand 
for the general public, the same audience that reveres that very literary tradition. By equating 
artistic genius with psychological abnormality, Jōtarō is attempting to locate a space for himself 
as a writer where he can trace a lineage to the canonical writers he admires, while remaining 
clearly separate from his contemporary mass audience. 
At the same time, sexual abnormality is conceptualized as part of the professional identity 
of the writer. Jōtarō's masochist tendencies are connected to the process of “establishing himself 
in the world” (yo ni tatsu) and choosing a “profession” (shokugyō). This is however a 
professional identity that does not depend on social recognition or monetary rewards for its 
definition of success, since it is based on the “absolute value” of the writer's work for himself. 
Sexual abnormality becomes thus the source of Jōtarō's own economy of value as an artist, 
predicated on the examples of past “geniuses” legitimized both by the aesthetic canon and by 
medical discourse. 
The tone of the story, however, cautions the reader against taking at face value these 
proclamations of genius and kinship with the great names of Western tradition. Based on the 




across mostly as a bumbling comic character, caught up in the traps that he has unwittingly set 
up for himself. He fails repeatedly at creating the perfect female partner his masochistic dreams 
demand, ends up being cheated and robbed by his last lover (an “evil woman,” but not one who 
would submit to his fantasies), and finds himself defeated and humiliated, forced to return to the 
family fold. 
Another interesting feature of “Jōtarō” is the introduction of a second artist character that 
observes the protagonist. In this case it is Shōji, a young aspiring writer who Jōtarō has accepted 
more as a friend than as a disciple. Since he is handsome and has the support of his rich family, 
Shōji enjoys all the necessary conditions to lead “a splendorous artistic life,” and possesses “a 
delicate intellect, a composed attitude, and no premature conceit.” However, far from blooming 
into the ideal poet that Jōtarō had imagined he'd become, the youth turns gradually into “a docile 
and coward model student of stiff mind,” devoted to his school homework, with “no special taste 
or talent.” Shōji ends up “simply a scholar” (TJZ 2:365-366). 
The young writer becomes thus for Jōtarō a point of comparison to establish his own 
superiority in sensibility. Academic study and artistic talent are presented as mutually canceling 
options in the protagonist's model of personal growth as writer. The artistic identity that Jōtarō is 
trying to build for himself may be predicated on canonical models such as Dante or Goethe, but 
must be kept separate from the discourse of academic scholarship that legitimizes that canonical 
value. Like the favor of the mass audience, seeking academic approval would only threaten the 
idea that Jōtarō's art derives its value from his abnormal, and hence unique, experience of the 
world. 
Like “Suterareru made,” “Jōtarō” develops extensively the theatrical side of masochism. 




the kabuki theater during his childhood: 
He had a vague notion of when that strange tendency had started haunting him. It was 
back when he was six or seven [...] One day he had accompanied his mother to the kabuki 
theater. Since it had been about twenty-four or twenty-five years ago, he didn’t remember 
it very clearly, but he had the impression that the first piece was a historical drama 
featuring Danjūrō, set in the Kamakura Era.29 One thing that he recalled very clearly, 
however, was his own feelings upon watching a scene where Fukusuke (who nowadays 
uses the name Utaemon) as Minamoto no Sanetomo was murdered by [Onoe Kikugorō] 
the Fifth as Kugyō in front of the Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū. Considering how childish 
brats are, one would have expected that, given the option to take the spot of one of the 
actors on stage, he would have chosen to be Kugyō rather than Sanetomo, but Jōtarō felt 
much more envy for Fukusuke, who was being killed, than for his killer. He would 
secretly pick among his classmates a friend who was strong and handsome to be Kugyō, 
and picture himself as Lord Sanetomo, elegant like a woman, just as Fukusuke had 
played him. When he imagined himself being decapitated just like in the play, he felt 
deep inside a strange and irresistible pleasure he had never experienced before. He didn’t 
know if that pleasure was a good thing or where it came from. He couldn’t help but 
follow his inclination to obey blindly, when he felt overwhelmed by another person 
whose strength he couldn’t resist. (TJZ 2:402) 
The more interesting aspect of Jōtarō's masochism is not that it starts as a reaction to watching a 
kabuki play, but that it is again expressed in theatrical terms. The scene of the murder of 
Minamoto no Sanetomo is not immediately abstracted into a relationship of domination. The fact 
that it is a theatrical performance remains a central element in Jōtarō's experience of his 
masochism, as he reproduces the same scene with his school friends. It is not enough for him to 
be simply at the mercy of a stronger dominant classmate. Rather, he must pick a friend who can 
physically fulfill the role of Kugyō and perform again the scene as he saw it in the theater, 
playing himself the role of the murdered nobleman. 
Considering the mediating role of kabuki in Jōtarō's awakening as a masochist, it is 
significant that his tendencies are also linked to his consumption of popular entertainment about 
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“poison women”: “As recreation, he read kōdanbon like Dakki no O-Hyaku, Atariya O-Kin and 
Takahashi O-Den,30 he went secretly to the Miyato-za, Hōrai-za31 and the movie theater in the 
Sixth District [of Asakusa] to watch vulgar plays about “poison women,” and he fell more and 
more into these morbid tendencies” (TJZ 2:408). That is, there is a feedback process by which 
his masochistic tendencies fuel the consumption of their dramatization, and vice versa. He may 
enjoy representations of “poison women” because he is a masochist, and also because he can 
identify with them other female models such as Baudelaire's “femme fatales,” but the contact 
with such representations also has a catalyzing role in making his masochism grow. This 
repeated reference to fictional narratives and performances in connection with masochism 
emphasizes the close relationship between the character's sexual practices and the theatrical. 
Within this performance of masochism, Jōtarō shares with the main character in 
“Suterareru made” the will to stay in control. Jōtarō initiates and directs the process, always 
according to his own needs as main dramatic character in the theatrical fantasy that he is looking 
to stage with his lover. He speaks of the process of finding a partner as an “education” of his 
potential beloved. After realizing that the chances of him stumbling upon his ideal female partner 
in everyday life are rather slim, he decides to take it upon himself to find an attractive woman, 
“educate her so she became bold and cruel,” and bring out in her the “bestial qualities she wasn’t 
even aware of herself” (TJZ 2:408). Even if the goal is to make her “bold and cruel” and awaken 
in her “bestial qualities,” the whole process remains under the control of the “educator” of this 
hypothetical “poison woman.” 
                                                 
30 Kōdanbon were transcriptions of long oral narrative performances sold in cheap printed editions in the Meiji era. 
The three titles mentioned here all deal with stories of female criminals and “poison women.” 




Jōtarō's preoccupation with the theatricality of his relationship grows as his expectations 
are frustrated once and again. He complains that, as Ranko develops feelings of love towards 
him, it becomes more difficult to perform their usual “fictional dramas.” What is more, she 
demands of him that he “truly reciprocate her love.” For Jōtarō it is disappointing that the 
woman whose sexuality he had spent so much effort in arranging “theatrically” is falling back to 
her ordinary self (TJZ 2:410).  
In the end, however, the main character finds more than he had bargained for when O-
Nui turns out to be a real “poison woman” that steals his money and leaves him for another man. 
Jōtarō is himself forced to turn to his own “ordinary self,” with no other option but to return to 
his family home where the story ends in a tearful reunion. The closing scene is so stereotypically 
melodramatic that the reader is left with the feeling that it cannot be meant but ironically.  
“What has been up with you? We sent so many letters to Fukagawa, but you never came 
to visit, and never wrote back. We saw your name pop up in the papers from time to time, 
so I wasn't too worried, but...” 
Under the faint light of a lamp, his mother kept pouring her complaints while looking at 
his haggard face. However, she still thought he was a great artist. “It can't be helped, 
Mother,” said Jōtarō in a lively manner. “It's not like when I was a student. Now I'm 
really busy, and I have no time to write even a letter. Newspapers and magazines keep 
ordering manuscripts, and I also have my studies...” 
“Well, I guess you're right,” said his mother happily. 
This time Jōtarō's lies turned to be a tool of filial piety. 
[…] 
Jōtarō's body was trembling. He felt a rush of happiness as if his brain had frozen. The 
shock of his conscience (ryōshin) suddenly awakened, he started crying. “How many are 
the sides of human feeling, and how ridiculously varied!” he thought while the faces of 
Matsumura, Shōji and O-Nui floated chaotically through his mind. (TJZ 4:460-461) 
Not only do Jōtarō's lovers fail to provide him with the theatrical fantasy he was looking for, but 
Jōtarō himself, who had spent the whole story posing as a unique artistic genius, exploring the 
beauty of “Evil,” ends up reduced to the clichéd role of the prodigal son. After having bragged 




proclaiming confidently that his artistic project had value in itself, beyond any “doctrine or 
philosophy,” nothing would be more humiliating for Jōtarō than finding himself turned into a 
moralistic warning against the dangers of associating with “bad women.” 
The final turn is too swift and abrupt to be taken at face value. One cannot but help 
thinking that Tanizaki not only has his tongue firmly planted on his cheek, but also may be 
enjoying the grotesque dissonance it produces with the very morality that it is superficially 
pretending to uphold. Jōtarō is welcomed back into the family as a “great artist,” while his 
obvious lies are supposed to represent an “awakening of conscience” motivated by “filial piety.” 
There is no contrition, no real sense of any personal growth, beyond an awareness of “the many 
sides of human feeling.” The ease with which the prodigal son can come back into the family 
fold appears to be a direct mockery of the moral principles invoked. 
Jōtarō's final defeat does not seem to question the validity of his aesthetic self-creation 
project. If anything, it seems to reinforce through contrast the essential difference between 
Jōtarō's aesthetic of abnormality and the conventional morality that necessitates this type of 
ending. Like the protagonist himself pointed out earlier in the story, it is the art of “Evil” that 
comes out ahead, highlighting the hypocrisy of the virtuous lessons of filial piety that the ending 
purportedly teaches. 
The fatalistic endings of “Suterareru made” and “Jōtarō” find a fitting explanation in 
“Nihon ni okeru Crippen jiken” (“A Case Crippen in Japan,” Bungei shunjū, January 1927), a 
later piece of Tanizaki's that delves on the question of masochism:  
[The masochist] derives pleasure from imagining [being mistreated] as if they were true. 
In other words, it is nothing more than a kind of theater, a farce. He knows that a woman 
that deserves his admiration, a woman noble enough to scorn him, would never deign to 
take him up as a partner. In short, a masochist doesn’t enjoy actually being a woman’s 




annoying. He is an egoist. Sometimes it may happen that he gets too deep into the farce 
and ends up dying accidentally, but he will never throw himself willingly in front of a 
woman like a martyr. The pleasures they enjoy result directly or indirectly from physical 
stimuli, and not psychological ones. It may seem that masochists worship their wives and 
mistresses like goddesses and revere them like tyrants, but actually these are nothing 
more than puppets, tools to bring joy to their particular sexual desires. Like puppets and 
tools, it’s normal that one may tire of them. When one finds a better puppet or tool, one 
wants to use the new one. It’s boring to perform always the same dramas and farces. To 
stay interested one puts together new stories, changes the actress, changes the scenery. 
(TJZ 11:33) 
Both Kōkichi and Jōtarō attempt to remain in control of the masochistic performances they have 
painstakingly put together like dramatic performances. They do not seem to be looking to be left 
at the mercy of a sadistic woman and transfer into her all their agency, but rather seek an 
elaborately and minutely staged relationship in which they set the parameters and call the shots, 
always at the center of the stage, even if it is as victims of their lover's aggression. For this to 
work, it is actually the female lover who must surrender her agency, performing according to the 
masochist's wishes, and here is where “Suterareru made” and “Jōtarō” turn from tragedy to farce. 
In both cases, and almost without exception in all of Tanizaki's stories of masochist liaisons, the 
story is doomed to end in eventual disappointment for the masochist. They may change some of 
their “puppets,” like Jōtarō does with Ranko, but in the end it is they who end up discarded by 
the women they thought they were creating according to their artistic fantasies. These endings 
tend to underscore the theatricality of the relationship and stress how much they had been driven 
exclusively by the fantasies of the male character and his illusions of creative control. 
 
2.4 The Education of the Genius 
A common thread that links many of Tanizaki's early stories is the issue of the 




artist that Tanizaki builds upon is that the essential difference between genius and “common 
people” means that public recognition of one's work is no proof of artistic talent, but rather casts 
doubt on the worth of the work as “real art.” Any work of art needs an audience to recognize and 
appreciate it as such, but in the modern age of mass consumption, public success seems to work 
against the vision of the artist as an exceptional creative genius with a unique vision of the world. 
If the mass audience can appreciate a specific work of art, it must be because it shares and/or 
understands the sensibility that produced it, which automatically puts a question mark on the 
uniqueness of that artistic vision.  
“Shindō” (“The Child Prodigy,” Chūō kōron, January 1915) makes the conflict between 
artist and scholar the main source of dramatic tension in the life of its protagonist. The story 
traces the development of Segawa Harunosuke, the son of a merchant who shows great promise 
in his studies from a young age and is considered a “child prodigy.” Even as a young boy, 
Harunosuke shows no interest in lively games and spends all his free time at his desk reading, 
becoming “gloomy, taciturn, pale and thin [...] a weak and sickly child” (TJZ 3:280). Initially 
interested in poetry, he turns later to philosophy, Buddhism and the Confucian classics as his 
main focus of interest. In the end, however, Harunosuke realizes art was his true calling and 
decides to become a writer. 
In general terms, “Shindō” recasts the binary opposition between artist and scholar, 
present in many other of Tanizaki's early stories, and conflates it into one single character, 
presenting it as the essential conflict within the development of Harunosuke. Since study and the 
development of artistic sensibility are presented as mutually exclusive paths, the growth of the 
protagonist is narrativized as a journey away from socially sanctioned professions and positions 





Harunosuke must fight to continue his education in spite of his family’s plans to have 
him inherit the family business. The first step is a clear separation from money-making as a 
profession. The “child prodigy” refuses to follow in his father's footsteps at the store, because he 
feels that “a genius like him shouldn’t become a shop apprentice” (TJZ 3:289). He presents this 
conflict as a clash between his genius and the obstruction of “ordinary people,” embodied here in 
the paternal figure and, by extension and in more abstract terms, social norms dictating the son's 
occupation based on his father's. It is also a turn away from economic exchange, and into an 
independent system of value that he first discovers in his academic pursuits, before returning to 
his original drive towards artistic expression. 
Harunosuke's journey leads him to a re-evaluation of physical experience, when his 
adolescence brings him to a renewed awareness of his own body, which he had neglected so far. 
Harunosuke suffers the “divine punishment” of becoming “an ugly man” (TJZ 3:356), for having 
put on scholarly airs as a child, and having ignored the cultivation of his body. Notably, this 
newly acquired awareness of the body comes together with the development of his artistic 
sensibility. A scene where he encounters some geisha in Yoshichō serves as an appropriate 
illustration of this. Harunosuke observes how the perfection of their figures “brought one to an 
ecstasy similar to reading a beautiful poem,” and how “their bodies were truly living poems, 
living treasures” (TJZ 3:360). While it is hardly original to compare female bodies to works of 
art because of their beauty, it is notable that the character’s interaction with them is equated to 
his enjoyment of an artwork. For Harunosuke, the women are thus not only artistic objects, but 
artistic experiences. The “richness with which “Beauty” shone from every inch of their bodies” 




“the delicately fragrant and coquettish limbs that were visible under their silken garments,” as of 
Harunosuke's gaze on them. Both are necessary for the aesthetic event to take place. Their beauty 
is not described as an independent manifestation, but clearly needs the gaze of the protagonist, 
who is able to perceive it, bring it to life and experience it. 
Even after becoming indolent in his studies, and doubting the possibilities of academic 
study for self-realization, Harunosuke never loses faith in his genius and trusts that normal 
people will never be able to catch up to him: “Like the proverb says: “A rotten sea bream is still 
a sea bream.” My innate genius still shines strong. The mediocre people of the world will never 
catch up to me. They will always praise me as the child prodigy.” (TJZ 3:362). Harunosuke's 
confidence in his own worth is another manifestation of the essential quality of the myth of 
artistic genius in Tanizaki's early fiction. Since it is an inborn quality, the “child prodigy” trusts 
that he will remain essentially different from “ordinary people,” no matter how he decides to 
exercise his talents. In the end, Harunosuke decides to become an artist to develop his talent in 
singing the beauty of the human world. Because his “sharp sensibility” marks him as unique, he 
knows he can show his genius by returning to the creative activities he had pursued before 
becoming infatuated with philosophy and learning, and devoting himself completely to “poetry 
and art” (TJZ 3:366). 
Again, however, the ending of the piece leaves the possibility of an ambiguous reading 
for Harunosuke's story of artistic awakening. His passionate conversion to the arts as his life 
mission is preceded by a long discussion of his struggle with a “bad habit” that he could not help 
but fall into “every night” (TJZ 3:365). It is precisely at night, once he is “under the covers, his 
mind at peace,” ostensibly after masturbating, that he has the illumination that he is “too weak 




his final conversion casts some doubts on the true motives for this turn to an artistic vocation, 
which could well be nothing more than the need to find an appropriately grandiose-sounding 
understanding of himself to be able to process his own sexual awakening. 
Like “Shindō,” “Itansha no kanashimi” (“The Sorrows of a Heretic,” Chūō kōron, July 
1917) seems another tongue-in-cheek attempt at a description of the development of the artist 
before producing his first work. The piece tells the story of Mamuro Shōzaburō, a college 
student from a poor family who dreams of a fantasy world of artistic beauty. He believes himself 
a genius and laments the handicap of poverty, but spends his days in idleness. The story details 
his conflicts with his parents, his nervous anomalies and his masochistic tendencies. 
This is also the only example in Tanizaki's early fiction of a text explicitly presented as 
“autobiographical” by its author. As I have argued earlier, however, rather than as a sign of an 
unproblematic identity between fiction and biographical fact, this declaration should prompt the 
question of how Tanizaki is using the text to advance the ongoing construction of his own image 
as an artist. Ken Ito has analyzed perceptively the rhetorical maneuvering of Tanizaki in the 
“Preface” to the story, in order to ironically manipulate the authorizing discourses of bundan and 
censorship, by presenting the piece as a posthumous tribute to his deceased sister and mother.32 
Read in the context of Tanizaki's “artist novels,” “Itansha no kanashimi” appears even more 
artificial, due to the repetition of the same motifs and ideas that the author had been developing 
since the start of his literary career. 
The opening scene of the piece features the main character experiencing something akin 
                                                 
32 “Prefacing “Sorrows of a Heretic”,” in Adriana Boscaro and Anthony Hood Chambers (eds.), A Tanizaki Feast: 





to a lucid dream, in which he can control the imagines his brain forms. He glides from the image 
of a glowing white bird to a foamy mass of bubbles filled with five-colored rainbows, to end on a 
vision of a nude dancing woman. Knowing that it is “a rare and extraordinary experience” that 
remains “unattainable for those who do not have his morbid nerves,” he exclaims “Thank you, 
thank you! My brain is clearly equipped with mysterious functions. It can mold dreams to its 
own volition.” (TJZ 4:379-380). The character understands his unique state of mind as a result of 
his particular sensibility, made possible by his “morbid nerves” and thus out of reach and 
comprehension for those with a normal nervous system. Again, the main character is established 
from the start as possessing a unique sensibility necessary for his artistic activity. A sensibility 
that is grounded in an abnormal psychology, and hence by definition unattainable to common 
folk. 
Like Harunosuke's, and so many of Tanizaki's characters, Shōzaburō's whole self-
creation revolves around the concept of his own uniqueness. It goes without saying that his 
parents do not understand his ambitions and are mystified by the fact that, at twenty-five, he is 
still “idling away” at school (TJZ 4:429). But Shōzaburō sees himself also different from his 
peers, who do not share his particular nervous disposition. He believes he possesses the “genius” 
that could mature and be expressed “in the form of a poem, or a novel, or a painting,” but feels 
he cannot share his artistic aspirations with any of his friends, who do not possess and cannot 
understand his particular sensibility (TJZ 4:429). 
His psychological difference finds expression as well in his moral makeup. Shōzaburō 
cares about love as “just a sensual pleasure like wearing beautiful clothes or eating a delicious 
meal,” and claims to have no understanding of basic social morals: “Not only did he lack all 




understand the psychology of people who felt those things either” (TJZ 4:430). The protagonist 
constructs thus an image of himself as a writer without an audience, an artist exclusively devoted 
to his private artistic visions who nobody else can grasp. Morality is here conceptualized at the 
same level as aesthetics, both understood as expressions of the same essential difference between 
Shōzaburō and his classmates.  
Again, like in most Tanizaki pieces, the narrator offers an alternative ironic perspective 
on Shōzaburō's tragic image of himself: “He believed he had a “superior talent,” but instead of 
working to improve it, when he had free time he would indulge in idleness, and just nap, gab, 
drink, and philander. Compared to his mother he was lazier, and more vane. Compared to his 
father, he was lethargic, weak of will and infirm of purpose” (TJZ 4:438). While the main 
character eventually seems to find a way out of this idle existence, these comments shed some 
doubt on the self-proclaimed uniqueness of Shōzaburō, and give a more satirical tone to the 
endless complaints he proclaims during the text about his unfortunate luck of having been born 
poor and miserable. 
The flip side of his unique psychological constitution, and the fact that his artistic activity 
is prompted by indulging in his “morbid nerves,” is the protagonist's constant fear of descending 
into madness. When Shōzaburō, set on “becoming great” (eraku naru), finally locks himself up 
in the library for two or three days to try and write “he would fall into a daze and imagine 
women and the aroma of alcohol, an incoherent series of frighteningly morbid and absurd 
pleasures,” just as if he had taken “opium or hashish” (TJZ 4:439). When he asks himself why he 
must be subjected to such experiences, his “conscience” answers him in the following manner: 
“Your suffering is a punishment from Heaven. It's the punishment that must befall upon all those 




mad. And you still don't want to mend your ways?” (TJZ 4:440). Aware that these brushes with 
madness are an essential part of his creativity, the main character vows to fight against the 
“unfair divine punishment” for his abnormal nature. 
For all the protagonist's fears of an early death, it is actually his teenage sister who ends 
up passing away from a real illness at the end of the piece. Two months later, Shōzaburō debuts 
in the literary scene with a piece “that went in a completely opposite direction from the naturalist 
fiction that was fashionable at the time. It was a luscious and aromatic art, made out of the 
mysterious nightmares fermented inside his head” (TJZ 4:452). 
The story links writing and morbid experience in a feedback loop, in which one fuels the 
other. Again, it is not explicit to what extent Shōzaburō is just indulging in his own 
hypochondria and dreams of self-importance, but it is clear that the main character's 
understanding of himself as an artist is built on the idea that his unique sensibility is both what 
allows him to produce art, and also a potentially fatal way into mental illness and death. 
 
2.5 The Genius as an Ideal. The Genius as a Threat 
Another significant group of Tanizaki stories dramatize the issue of the recognition of 
genius through a matching pair of artists, who are friends or relatives, and who have very 
different positions in the cultural market. One is ignored by the public while he builds his own 
private artistic world, the other, while successful and socially recognized, cannot shake off the 
feeling that his own worth as an artist is somehow less than the first. As I have mentioned 
already, this setup provides a perfect setting to dramatize the issue of what Bourdieu's notion of 
“the negative relationship between symbolic profit and economic profit.” The existence of the 




audience not only does not add any credit to his self-perception as an artist, but actively threatens 
it by turning his work into an object of economic consumption. Exploring the conflicted position 
of the second artist allows these pieces to probe into the anxieties derived from the contrast 
between the practical demands of a professional artistic career, and the mythology of the genius 
that underlies their shared notions of artistic value. 
In “Konjiki no shi” (“A Golden Death,” Tōkyō Asahi Shinbun, December 1914), the 
narrator, a bright student from a rich family, tells the story of his friend Okamura, whom he has 
known since he was seven years old. Okamura becomes obsessed with the beauty of the human 
body and devotes himself to physical exercise.33 The narrator, always top of his class through 
middle and high school, recognizes Okamura as an equal as far as his intelligence goes, but his 
friend has an instinctive dislike for number-based subjects that brings his scores in mathematics, 
physics and chemistry down, and with them his class ranking (TJZ 2:466-467). While the 
narrator works strenuously to become a recognized writer, Okamura dedicates himself to 
improving his body through strenuous physical exercise, and leads a life of indulgence. After his 
days of extravagance, Okamura decides to acquire a property on top of Mount Hakone and turn it 
into an “artistic paradise,” in which naked men and women reproduce classic works of sculpture. 
The narrator is shown through these compositions for several days until, on the tenth night, 
Okamura organizes a big celebration with youths dressed up as different bodhisattva and demons, 
which he hosts covered completely in golden paint. The next morning, Okamura appears dead 
from suffocation, as the paint had clogged all his pores. 
                                                 
33 Translated by James Lipson and Kyoko Kurita as “A Golden Death”, in Yiu, A. (ed.), Three-Dimensional 
Reading: Stories of Time and Space in Japanese Modernist Fiction, 1911-1932, Honolulu: University of Hawai'i 




The plot is inspired by Edgar Allan Poe's piece “The Domain of Arnheim” (first 
published as “The Landscape Garden” in Ladies’ Companion, October 1842), in which the 
narrator describes how his friend Ellison, a young aesthete, used his inherited fortune to build a 
private garden of perfect picturesque beauty.34 Poe's story concludes with the description of the 
scenery, after his friend's death, but there is no indication that Ellison's passing had anything to 
do with his landscape garden. Tanizaki develops Poe's sketch by making Okamura an integral 
part of the private paradise he constructs, but also by fleshing out the psychology of the narrator 
and his attitude towards his friend's exploits. Most interpretations of “Konjiki no shi” usually 
focus on the significance of Okamura's aesthetic project of turning his body into a work of art, 
but I want to pay attention instead to the narrator's position in the story.35 
In the story, Tanizaki sets up an opposition between the narrator and Okamura in terms of 
their positions on aesthetics. While the narrator believes that “Thought outranks the body. 
Without great thought, there can be no great art,” Okamura believes that “The most beautiful 
form of all is the human body. Thought alone, no matter how grand, is not something you can 
see and feel. Therefore it is impossible for beauty to exist in thought.” Thought and learning 
(prioritized by the narrator) are thus set against Okamura's ideal art of physical expression, an art 
that cannot be reduced to anything but itself. The characters' contrasting opinions outline a 
                                                 
34 The story was included in Akaki shi no kamen (Taiheikan shoten, 1913), the first comprehensive anthology of 
Poe's fiction in Japanese, translated by Tanizaki's younger brother Seiji. Poe later wrote a sequel to the story with the 
title “Landor's Cottage” (Flag of Our Union, June 9, 1849). For Poe’s reception in Japan, see Sadoya Shigenobu, 
Nihon kindai bungaku no seiritsu, vol. II, Meiji Shoin, 1977, 727-824. 
35 Tanizaki famously disliked the story and considered it a failed work. “Konjiki no shi” is not included in the first 
two versions of Tanizaki Jun'ichirō Zenshū (Kaizōsha, 1930-31, and Chūō kōronsha, 1958), overseen by the author 
himself. It was not until Tanizaki's death that it first appeared in an edition of his complete works (Chūō kōronsha, 
vol. 2, 1966). The story received renewed attention after Mishima Yukio wrote extensively about it in his “Kaisetsu” 
to Shinchō Nihon bungaku 6 Tanizaki Jun'ichirō (Shinchōsha, 1966). See Mishima Yukio Zenshū, vol. 36, 




familiar contrast between scholar and artist that Tanizaki uses repeatedly in his early stories. 
What sets apart “Konjiki no shi” from earlier pieces, however, is that here the focus remains with 
the side that privileges scholarly knowledge (that is, with the narrator), instead of with the artist. 
It also highlights the anxiety that social recognition brings to the narrator, when faced with the 
image of his genius friend, who remains overlooked by the public. 
Not surprisingly, the narrator observes with scorn Okamura' obsession with physical 
exercise, and confesses that “Nothing but art could give me pleasure. So convinced was I of this 
that I naturally viewed Okamura's pastime as meaningless, tantamount to practicing acrobatics 
for the circus” (TJZ 2:468). In contrast to him, Okamura believes that “all literature, all art, 
originated with the beauty of the human body,” and that without the gymnastics exercises that he 
calls “Grecian training,” “one was simply not qualified to be called a true artist, no matter how 
much of a genius one was.” Therefore, he claims, “Nations that slighted the body would 
ultimately be incapable of giving birth to great art” (TJZ 2:470). 
This debate finds its fullest expression as the narrator and Okamura have a lengthy 
discussion about Aesthetics on the occasion of reading G.E. Lessing's Laocoon: An Essay on the 
Limits of Painting and Poetry (1766). Reacting to Lessing's evaluation of the “mind's eye” above 
physical vision, Okamura posits that “as far as art is concerned the mind's eye is useless without 
the bodily eyes. A full complement of the senses, in good working order, is the first requirement 
for an artist” (TJZ 2:476). Furthermore, he argues, “if beauty cannot be apprehended in a single 
glance – I mean the beauty of color or form, existing in space – then it's not worth painting a 
picture of it or composing sentences about it. The most beautiful form of all is the human body. 
Thought alone, no matter how grand, is not something you can see and feel. Therefore it is 




The language Okamura uses to argue his point further brings to mind Walter Pater's 
famous dictum from The Rennaisance (1873) as “the most “artistic” of all the arts is music” (TJZ 
2:479).36 Music represents for him the most direct artistic experience possible, because it can do 
without any semblance of “meaning” and can reach the listener as pure beautiful form. Through 
his focus on the physicality of art, Okamura is proposing an art of immediacy that does not need 
to look for legitimacy in its content, its moral or philosophical value. Thought and learning 
become thus the opposite pole to this ideal art of physical expression that cannot be reduced to 
anything but itself. 
Unlike previous stories I have touched upon in this chapter, the focus of “Konjiki no shi” 
remains with the writer who has attained a socially recognized position as such, and the anxieties 
that this status brings, when faced with the image of the genius artist whose art remains 
overlooked by the public. Even as the narrator devotes all his strength to succeed as a learned 
man of letters, he cannot help but show nagging doubts about the meaning of these efforts when 
comparing himself to his friend: 
As my own star began to blaze across the literary firmament, Okamura showed not the 
slightest jealousy or envy. Since, however, my efforts were completely meaningless from 
the point of view of his own conception of art, he was clearly not happy for me in the 
least. For my part, on the one hand I somewhat despised him, but on the other hand I also 
feared him. Simply seeing his face I became extremely troubled with regard to whatever I 
was working on at the time: I felt I was proceeding blindly. I could not help thinking, 
“He'll probably end his life without accomplishing anything great. And yet surely he is a 
genius.” 
While I worked ceaselessly, Okamura continued to play ceaselessly. [...] His 
extravagance and dissipation grew more profligate by the day; he attended school only 
rarely. In facial features, physique, and wardrobe, his erotic elegance and charm grew 
ever greater. One felt as though he glowed with an unapproachable aura. Frequently, as I 
was about to speak to him, I was so struck by his beauty that I fell silent. (TJZ 2:485) 
                                                 
36 The original formulation appears in the essay “The School of Giorgione” as follows: “All art constantly aspires 




Okamura's existence fills the narrator with questions about the worth of his own art. For all his 
success in the literary scene, he never stops admiring and feeling inferior to his friend. Being 
silenced “by his beauty” appears equivalent to accepting that Okamura's project, expressed in his 
aesthetics of embodied beauty, is superior to his own. There is no resentment from Okamura's 
side, which paradoxically provokes the narrator's animosity. Okamura's disinterest in competing 
for a position in “the literary firmament” hints at the fact that his art does not depend on 
professional recognition to establish its value. Okamura seems to function as a contrasting image 
to the narrator's tale of professional advancement and success, casting doubt upon the true artistic 
value of his newly acquired position as a writer. It should be Okamura who envies the narrator 
for achieving social recognition as an artist, but it is instead the narrator who curses and fears his 
friend's existence as a reminder that, for all the adoration the public may bestow upon him, the 
source of artistic value may lie elsewhere. 
The ending of “Konjiki no shi” offers yet another reflection on the relative value of 
genius in society. After witnessing the spectacular performance that cost Okamura his life, the 
narrator is certain of his friend's genius, but wonders if posterity will be able to recognize it as 
well: 
Okamura was certainly a fortunate man. I say that because he devoted all his strength, all 
his body, to his personal art. And furthermore because he achieved sufficient success. 
There are undoubtedly many people in the world with greater means than his, and many 
with greater learning. But it is fair to say that there is none who has, so earnestly and so 
single-mindedly, charged through to execute such personal art. He and I differed on many 
points, in our views about art; but ultimately, one must recognize that his work did indeed 
constitute great art. This art of his may have been a fleeting phantom – with his death, it 
has surely vanished from the earth. But he was a great genius, a great and indeed peerless 
artist. [...] But considering the life he led, will the world ever appreciate him as an artist? 
(TJZ 2:498) 




“succeeded” in his art, even though he had ignored the socially recognized path of scholarship 
and professional advancement. He is praised instead for having a unique vision and bringing it to 
life in his artistic paradise and, by extension, in his own life. His art disappeared together with 
him, impossible to abstract into a thought or a teaching, irreducible to anything else but Okamura 
himself. At the same time, there is a clear recognition that it is precisely his unique quality that 
precludes the possibility of Okamura being remembered by “the world” as an artist. It is 
simultaneously what made him an artist, and what prevents him from being recognized as one. 
Nobody but the narrator was able to understand the artistic dimension of Okamura's life. Here 
may be the key, however, to the narrator's attempt to solve the contradiction between the myth of 
the artist as abnormal genius and the demands of the cultural market. By presenting himself as 
the only one who was able to recognize Okamura's worth, the narrator seems to try to share part 
of his aura of unique genius, without sacrificing his own social position as a recognized writer.  
Ultimately, the narrator's angst in “Konjiki no shi” is not only about Okamura, but also 
about himself and his own position as an acclaimed writer. The fact that society does not value 
his friend, who the narrator has always considered a greater talent than himself, cannot but cast a 
shadow over the public recognition that the narrator receives. The myth of genius, embodied in 
Okamura's life project and eventual death during his final artistic performance, creates an 
inescapable anxiety in the artist who achieves a social position as such. The narrator is trapped in 
an ambiguous position, between the recognition he receives and his own aesthetic ideals. On the 
one hand, he never stops working to succeed within the literary world. On the other, Okamura's 
presence reminds him that artistic value remains at least partly outside of the system that has 
granted him his position as a writer. 




1918)37 is driven again by the relationship between two artists, here named Ōkawa and Aono. 
Ōkawa eventually becomes an established painter, but he is tormented by the feeling that Aono is 
the true artist of the two, even if nobody else seems to recognize his worth. So that Aono can 
participate in an exhibition, Ōkawa lends him his own model Eiko. Aono has a short sexual 
relationship with the model as he paints a portrait of her. Once Ōkawa sees Aono's painting of 
the model they shared, he recognizes that his friend's work is far superior to his. Feeling that 
while Aono remains alive and producing better art, his own paintings will never surpass him, 
Ōkawa plots his murder. Aono eventually survives the attack, but suffers serious brain damage, 
and Ōkawa claims he has finally become a genius. 
Most of the story is devoted to Ōkawa, who here plays a role similar to that of the 
narrator in “Konjiki no shi.” Ōkawa explains his very existence as a foil to Aono. Ōkawa uses 
the proverb “Speech is silver, silence is gold” to formulate the difference between his talent and 
Aono's genius. What is more, he develops the metaphor by explaining how “just as one needs 
silver to understand the value of gold,” he can appreciate Aono's greatness by comparing it to 
himself (TJZ 5:366). Like in “Konjiki no shi,” even though Ōkawa is not a genius, his presence 
and his awareness of Aono's unique nature is a necessary condition for his friend to be qualified 
as such. Actually, Ōkawa even acknowledges that he feels “a sort of pride in knowing that only 
he understood Aono’s greatness,” even when other artists and critics ignore his work (TJZ 5:367). 
It is as if being the only one who recognizes Aono's genius and the value of his unique vision, 
                                                 
37 Since Kokuchō stopped publication abruptly before their June issue came out, when just about a fourth of the 
story had been serialized, Tanizaki republished it as “Futari no geijutsuka no hanashi” (“The Story of Two Artists”) 
later in the same year, in the well-known July 1918 special issue of Chūō kōron, titled “Himitsu to kaihō” (“Secret 
and Liberation”) that included a special collection of “new artistic detective stories” by Tanizaki, Akutagawa 




marks Ōkawa too as somebody special, different from the “ordinary people” who are blind to 
Aono's worth. 
Soon, however, Ōkawa feels his own existence as an artist threatened by the genius of his 
friend. Feeling that he has become “Aono's shadow figure,” he reaches the conclusion that only 
one of them has the right to exist: “If there are two artists trying to express the same beauty, one 
of them is superfluous. Since art is the expression of one’s self (jiko), these two artists would 
have to eliminate one another” (TJZ 5:424). Significantly, the fact that he is both economically 
successful and socially acknowledged as an artist, while Aono is neither, does not seem to factor 
into his calculations: “If God abandoned me as an artist, there would be no point for me to keep 
living. Unlike Aono, I have an inheritance, I have a position, I have fame. If I wanted, I could 
drop art and live a comfortable life. But what value has a life lived like that? What meaning? 
[…] Besides art, I have no other way to live for eternity” (TJZ 5:422). Social position and 
economic success appear again contrasted to artistic accomplishment. The fact that Aono has the 
latter is enough for Ōkawa to be willing to forgo the former, as his conception of art understands 
it as the only source of meaning for his own life, second to none.  
It is in the process of considering the value of art for his life, that the first signs of a 
solution appear. While pondering the fact that to sacrifice one's life because of a picture would 
be madness, Ōkawa gradually comes to see psychological derangement as a way to prove his 
commitment to his art: “I'd be grateful to go mad. Through madness, I could prove the sensitivity 
of my artistic conscience. Just like a soldier can achieve an honorable death in battle, I will 
achieve an honorable madness. […] I can die, I can die, for sure I can die. I am already mad!” 
(TJZ 5:423). True to the Lombroso-inspired model of the artistic genius, madness becomes a 




an “honorable death” defines one as a soldier. 
Once established that his willingness to sacrifice his own life and his own sanity for his 
art's sake proves his own worth as an artist, Ōkawa sees there is only one course of action left to 
him: 
It’s either Aono dies, or I die. There is no alternative. If I die, Aono’s art will grow. If 
Aono dies, my art will be saved. Killing Aono may be immoral, but isn’t it more immoral 
to kill my own art? I must be true to myself, before I’m true to others. If my art survives, 
I will live for eternity. The will to live for eternity is the highest thing that a human being 
possesses. Any sacrifice is worth it, if it’s for its benefit. It is precisely through the 
passion and courage to face that sacrifice that I will start to become a genius. If I do that 
God will not abandon me. Even if people can’t understand how serious, how great the 
motive is that pushed me to commit this crime, God will understand. In the past, was 
there anyone person who murdered a person with a higher motive as mine? Someone who 
was as faithful to one’s own art? Simply by that motive, I would be qualified as a genius 
(tensai no shikaku ga aru). … Yes, if I wasn’t a genius, how could I murder a person for 
art? I thought of this precisely because I am a genius. To kill Aono is to exercise the 
privilege granted only to a genius. (TJZ 5:427) 
Satoru Saito, reading “Kin to gin” as detective story about a “perfect crime,” interprets Ōkawa's 
murder plans as being motivated by an “obsessive adherence to the universal value of originality 
and art” (219)38 I want to go further and argue that artistic value is not only the underlying 
motivation for the crime, but it is also its intended result. In other words, Ōkawa does not want to 
kill only because he takes his art too seriously, he wants to kill precisely in order to achieve the 
highest possible experience of art. Ōkawa comes to realize that it is only through murder that he 
can enter the space of genius that Aono occupies. His plan is not limited to getting rid of an 
adversary, so that his own work appears better against a diminished competition. It is by being 
willing to kill his own friend, here framed as a “sacrifice” demanded by his art, that he can “start 
to become a genius” and “live for eternity.” That is, the mere fact that he is ready to become a 
                                                 





murderer marks him as an exceptional individual, ready to toss social convention for the sake of 
his art’s survival. Murder is here only the logical conclusion to a system of artistic value 
predicated on the essential abnormality of the artist, expressed simultaneously in biological, 
aesthetic and moral terms. 
Earlier in the story, Aono had expressed similar ideas concerning the relationship 
between art and morality, when he confesses to being an immoral person and to have committed 
many evil acts during his life. As a reparation of sorts, he cannot offer anything but his 
“wonderful art.” Both immorality and artistic creativity are presented as two sides of the same 
coin for the character. While they may not cancel each other in the eyes of society's moral 
judgment, they appear to Aono as his own fatal destiny (TJZ 5:379). The painter understands the 
impulse that makes him commit immoral acts as stemming from the same place as the urge that 
drives his artistic inspiration. Both become central points of his identity as an artist, as they mark 
him as a unique individual that lives beyond social moral norms. Ōkawa follows the same 
rationale, and its implicit opposition of social norm and personal artistic endeavor. To commit an 
immorality in the eyes of the world, in order to obey the particular “morality” of helping his own 
art survive, is, by his circular logic, both the path to genius and the proof that he has already 
attained it. 
Aono does not die, but is left with very serious brain damage. When Eiko finds him 
wounded in his atelier, “the expression in Aono's eyes was completely paralyzed. He moved his 
lips several times, but no sound came out” (TJZ 5:451). The closing pages of the story describe 
him trapped in the artistic paradise of his own mind in which “Aono's brain had certainly not 
died. It was only after his soul had lost connection with this world, that he was able to fly high, 




human world, his eyes bathed in the true light that is their source” (TJZ 5:453). In the end, 
Aono's brain injury appears almost like a blessing since, by cutting off any interference from 
“this world,” allows him to live with even more intensity the artistic illusion of his own creation. 
Incidentally, according to Satō Haruo,39 the model for Aono's final state comes from the 
description of Baudelaire's last years by Gautier.40 The intertextual connection with the French 
poet can only reinforce the idea that Aono's identity as an artist remains basically unaffected by 
the attack. 
This ending casts an ambiguous shadow on the question of how successful Ōkawa's plan 
actually turned out to be. Aono is certainly out of the running, as far as the show that he painted 
Eiko's portrait for is concerned. By extension, he is also never going to compete with Ōkawa for 
social recognition as a painter. However, that was never a goal pursued by Aono, the immoral 
masochist loner whose work nobody had ever valued but his friend. For Ōkawa, on the other 
hand, there is no clear resolution. Once he exhibits his painting, he receives the usual praise from 
journalists and critics, and starts wondering if he overvalued Aono's artistic value. He seems sure, 
at any rate, that taking his friend out of contention was a good thing, thanks to which he has 
finally become a genius. 
However, the last paragraph of the story undermines this interpretation by turning to 
Eiko's life after the episode. Thanks to Ōkawa's success, her acting career picks up and the public 
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369. 
40 “Brought back from Brussels by his family and friends, he lived some months, unable to speak, unable to write, 
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see that from the expression of his eyes; but it was a prisoner, and dumb, without any means of communication, in 
the dungeon of clay which would only open in the tomb.” (Gautier, T., “The Life and Intimate Memoirs of Charles 




fills her performances, too fascinated by her “body overflowing with venomous charm” to realize 
her technical shortcomings as a performer. “But, outside of Aono the idiot, who would know that 
she wasn't more than the imperfect shadow of the queen of the eternal kingdom [of Beauty]?” 
(TJZ 5:455). Both Ōkawa's and Eiko's economic successes remain under the shadow of Aono's 
vision, and the true artistic beauty that only he was able to grasp. Thus, the piece ends without a 
clear feeling that Ōkawa has stripped Aono of his genius or elevated himself to the position 
previously occupied by him. 
Throughout the story, there are numerous hints to the possibility of reading both 
characters as manifestations of the same person. While Ōkawa ponders his relationship to his 
friend, he sees themselves as “two persons who came out of the same soul,” who “must follow 
the same path in our art” (TJZ 5:424). More explicitly, when describing his feelings towards 
Aono's presence he references Edgar Allan Poe's famous story “William Wilson” (1839), well 
known in Japan after the 1913 translation by Tanizaki's younger brother Seiji: “In the end, I feel 
the same menace that William Wilson felt, when he was tormented by his Doppelgänger” (TJZ 
5:426).41 These observations are limited to Ōkawa's internal monologue, and the narrator's 
descriptions of the characters make clear that Aono is Ōkawa's double only in the delusional 
mind of the latter, but they are useful to emphasize the central position of Ōkawa's anxieties as 
artist in the story. “Kin to gin” is less the story of a rivalry, than that of an artist that struggles 
between the practical necessity to establish himself socially and economically, and the symbolic 
power of the myth of the artist as morbid genius, with its emphasis in artistic value as the product 
of a unique vision of the world, irreducible to institutional or economic value. 
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2.6 Art as the Truth of Evil 
Thematically connected with Aono's moral infirmity, and Ōkawa's elucubrations about 
his right to commit a crime in the name of his art, “Zenkamono” (“The Criminal,” Yomiuri 
Shinbun, February-March 1918), another story published around the same time, is basically a 
long conceptual elaboration about the possibilities of an aesthetics of evil. The protagonist 
narrator, a well-known painter who has spent time in prison for swindling money, presents 
himself from the very beginning as “a criminal, and also an artist” (TJZ 5:263). Most of the story 
consists of the protagonist's conversations with Baron K, his only benefactor and the main victim 
of his monetary scams.  
“Zenkamono” repeats many of the motifs already analyzed in earlier Tanizaki stories. 
The artist/scholar opposition is reproduced here by opposing the narrator to Baron K. The Baron 
may have had a good enough eye to buy the main character's paintings and help him become a 
household name in the art world, but he is ultimately nothing more than a “dilettante” (TJZ 
5:276). The narrator argues the essential difference between them in familiar terms: “He may be 
superior to me in scholarly knowledge, but since my artistic sensibility is much sharper than his, 
he always loses to me when we discuss matters related to art” (TJZ 5:281). Again, “scholarly 
knowledge” is presented as the opposing pair to artistic sensibility, which marks the narrator as 
superior in the artistic sphere. 
Masochism also plays a role in this story, as the main character needs more and more 
money to hire a prostitute to perform his fantasies with (TJZ 5:291-292). Here, as well, 
masochism is narrativized as a particular form of sexuality associated with artists, as Baron K 




Baudelaire? [...] This is what Gautier says: The women in Baudelaire’s poems are not individual 
real women, but a classical “Eternal Woman.” He doesn’t sing of Une Femme but of La Femme. 
The image of woman that a Masochist like you has inside his head is certainly not of a specific 
woman, but of an eternal woman of perfect beauty. That’s why trying to find it in reality can 
only result in disappointment” (TJZ 5:292-293).42 The protagonist recognizes himself in that 
description, pointing out that the object of his devotion has always been his own “illusion,” more 
than any particular real woman. By equating the narrator's sexuality with Baudelaire's attitude to 
the women in his poetry, the story emphasizes the connections between the masochist and the 
artist, as they both project on the women they use their own ideal of beauty. 
What makes “Zenkamono” interesting within the corpus of Tanizaki's early fiction is the 
degree of self-awareness that the protagonist shows. The narrator is very conscious throughout 
the story of his own position as a recognized artist in society and reflects upon the shock 
received by his audience, when his crimes were discovered and he was sent to prison: “If my 
crime had been because of a woman, they would have commiserated with me somehow, but 
since it had been a fraud motivated by simple money problems, nobody had any sympathy left 
for me” (TJZ 5:263). The character seems to be hinting at the prevalence of public sexual 
scandals that had artists, and specially writers, as their protagonists in Meiji and Taishō Japan. 
The combination of contemporary media reports and fictional pieces that depicted 
writers' sexual liaisons meant that the public would have been familiar with the idea of an artist 
caught up in a scandalous romantic affair. A well-known example might be Morita Sōhei's 
(18811949) affair with Hiratsuka Raichō (1886-1971) and their failed double suicide, which was 
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widely reported in the media and 1908 and would later be turned by Sōhei into his novel Bai'en 
(Tōkyō Asahi Shinbun, January-May 1909). Also, right after “Zenkamono” was published, 
Shimazaki Tōson would start serializing Shinsei (Tōkyō Asahi Shinbun, May-October 1918 and 
August-October 1919), which would start another major scandal when the public read is as the 
fictionalization of a real affair the writer had had with his own nineteen-year-old niece Komako. 
In contrast with these sexual scandals, the main character of “Zenkamono” seems very much 
aware that his criminal activity, a vulgar case of swindling, marks him as a unique specimen, 
separate from the public persona of the artist his audience expects. Staying one step ahead of the 
mass market, the protagonist actively attempts to differentiate himself from the conventional 
moral abnormality that has become commonplace for the circulated image of writers. 
Paradoxically, it is by resorting to the most vulgar crime of stealing that he can maintain his 
project of remaining unique, and unbound by mass culture conventions. 
The story is also very explicit in its thematization of 19th-century European genius theory, 
and specifically Lombroso's tenet that geniuses and inborn criminals share similar degenerative 
features. Murakami, the narrator's only friend who did not abandon him on the occasion of his 
conviction, sends him a long letter in which he explains the connection between criminal 
character and artistic genius: 
Your character was non-existent from the beginning, but your genius was great. Even 
having become a criminal doesn’t change the confidence in your art. The theory that a 
person with flawed character could never become a true artist seems reasonable, but it’s 
nothing more than the flawed excuse of mediocre neophytes jealous of your genius. The 
fact that a despicable immoral person like you could produce such great works of art 
refutes their theories. Both the immorality and the artistic imagination you have within 
you are gifts of Heaven, and there’s nothing that mere humans can do about it. Just like 
we can’t stop the planet from turning, we can’t do anything about your artistic and 
criminal tendencies. From now on you’ll probably commit crimes that will land you in 
jail. You’ll also produce creations that will astonish the world. You are the same race as 




Michelangelo inhabited. You have to realize that you are a defective man of narrow 
shoulders who can’t walk brazenly on the public road of society, but know that you can 
rely on your genius. (TJZ 5:265-266) 
The narrator is presented as living proof that moral infirmity and artistic creativity are two sides 
of the same coin in the case of the genius artist. The “criminal” embraces his nature as a 
“defective man” as something that precludes him from occupying a central position on “the 
public road of society,” but at the same time gives him the “wings” to reach heights of genius 
unattainable to common “non-defective” individuals. It is thanks to this letter that the narrator 
claims to have been “saved” from killing himself in prison. With remarkable self-awareness, he 
recognizes how the same diagnosis as “socially defective individual” that had previously driven 
him to the conclusion “I am an inferior breed” now serves as justification for the idea “my art is 
that of a genius” (TJZ 5:266). Artistic value is thus not only separated from social recognition, 
but explicitly opposed to it, as any theory that attempts to link art to the possession of a “great 
character” is dismissed as pure “jealousy” from the mediocre common folk. 
The conceptual tone of the story and the repeated foregrounding of the character's 
conscious manipulations of his public image open the possibility of an ironic reading of the piece. 
After all, the reader is presented purely with the words of a convicted swindler trying to convince 
the world that his flaws are actually marks of a peculiar artistic aristocracy. Even if one does not 
take the narrator's explanations at face value, however, the text remains an interesting 
dramatization of the symbolic maneuvers attempted by writers in order to open new spaces of 
legitimacy for themselves as artists, against established narratives of social and economic 
success, even as the very image of the writer as a morally abnormal character was becoming 
commodified in the mass media. 




(“The Story of A and B,” Kaizō, August 1921). This is a very abstract piece, so much that 
Tanizaki does not even bother to give the characters names, and refers to them simply with 
letters. While schematic and highly conceptual, the story also shows an acute awareness of how 
the public image of the writer is commodified and marketed, and offers an ambiguous look at the 
position of the individual artist vis-à-vis his social persona and the way his works are being 
consumed and interpreted by the mass audience. 
A and B are two cousins with polar opposite personalities. While A is a fervent 
“humanist” who has faith in the power of literature to do good, B believes that only evil can 
produce good literature. A becomes a recognized writer, but B fails in his artistic endeavors and 
ends up in jail because of his criminal activities. Once out of jail, B proposes to A the following 
idea: all literary works produced by A will be signed under B’s name henceforth, so that B can 
be “saved” by A’s art. This deal must remain a secret even to A’s wife, S-ko. A agrees to the 
plan and stops publishing under his real name, becoming a ghostwriter for B, who supplements 
the works that A provides him with confessional pieces and diaries from his time in prison. B 
becomes a bundan sensation, while A fades into obscurity. In his deathbed, B gives A the option 
to take his works back, but A refuses to break their agreement and ends up being entrusted with 
the publication of B’s Complete Works, which will include both his “diabolist” era and his 
“humanist” era. Several years after B’s death, A reveals the truth to his wife, but he never writes 
again and all his literary talent lies buried in B’s Complete Works. 
B's conception of the artist follows the main motifs of the idea of genius discussed in 
previous examples. He claims to be “a peculiar individual - somebody with rather unique 
character and talent.” He considers himself to be similar to a “common criminal,” but thinks that 




“privileged artists like him.” B formulates his mission as bringing to life “evil in his art as much 
as he could,” and explains his motivation to become an artist in the following way: 
To you it may look like a lie, but evil is the only truth I know. I wanted to show it to you 
good people in my art. I wanted you to see this incomprehensible sadness. But you don’t 
understand my real intentions. My works have been praised by readers and critics, but 
that hasn’t brought me any pleasure. They have called me “discoverer of a sick beauty,” 
and “glorifier of sensual pleasures,” and “ironic dissector of psychology,” but that’s not 
what I am aiming for. I have never said anything ironically. I have always been 
straightforward and honest, but nobody wants to see my true intentions. Those who 
pretend to be evil among the good people have looked at the surface and enjoyed 
themselves. I bet if they could see my real nature they’d be horrified and flee. (TJZ 
7:452) 
Again, B expresses the same anxiety about public recognition that was present in previous stories 
like “Zenkamono,” “Konjiki no shi” or “Kin to gin.” He has attained a certain degree of success 
and has established himself as a literary writer, but still feels uneasy about the implications of the 
praise he has received. To maintain his own self-image as a “privileged artist of evil” he 
rationalizes his success as a misreading from the part of the public, which in turn reifies his 
position as essentially different and incomprehensible for the common reader. His success is 
paradoxically proof of his uniqueness, because it comes from a misunderstanding projected on 
him by the mass audience. He has always been honest, he claims, while the public just “pretend 
to be evil” to enjoy his work superficially. 
When B asks himself “Why won’t my works be read straight? Is it my writing or my 
readers that is at fault?” he reaches the following conclusion: 
Everything great and impressive in art has been good. In short, art is a way of expressing 
“Good” and is not well suited to expressing “Evil.” - That’s why, in this sense, I 
surrender to you. Like you say: “There can be no art of Evil.” - It is obvious that art 
doesn’t exist separate from society. Since that society is formed by good people and evil 
people have no place in it, there is no art of Evil. In a word, what we call art is art for 
good people. It is something that good people discovered, just like God or morality, and 
can only serve the advancement of Good. What good people call art, they assume is 




own society and discover their own new art. It was really stupid of me not to have noticed 
this. Being an evil person, I came to this society of good people and I tried to express 
myself through art. (TJZ 7:453) 
The issue of the role of “Good” and “Evil” in the production of art is reframed here as a question 
of the audience's expectations for art as a genre. Unlike Jōtarō, who claimed that Beauty has 
more in common with Vice than with Virtue,43 B's understanding of art is concerned mainly 
with “Truth,” and B becomes frustrated with the public's tendency to read his utterances as 
“ironic,” because they seek in them a “sick beauty” rather than his “Truth.” B realizes that his 
project of bringing out “Evil” in his art is doomed to fail. Rather than a matter of who is 
“honestly evil” and who is only “pretending to be evil,” the essential question is how is “art” 
conceptualized as something “Good,” and how that frames the interpretation as such by the 
audience that consumes it.44 This awakening to the institutionalization of art as “Good” is what 
prompts him to propose to his cousin the plan to publish A's works under B's name. 
After A accepts the plan, B chooses to perform for his audience the kind of reformed 
writer that he knows they will readily accept. In addition to the “humanist” fiction that A, B 
publishes his prison diaries and “confessional” pieces (zangeroku). The text does not clarify how 
sincere B is in the works that he actually writes himself, and one cannot help but suspect that 
there may be a great measure of irony in them, considering his previous claims to be interested 
only in presenting pure unadulterated “Truth of Evil” in his art. The ultimate insult against the 
audience that misunderstood his original work will be to make them believe that this studied 
performance of repentance is the “Truth.” Once he has decided to establish himself as an artist 
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within the “art of Good,” B's project shows a deep awareness of the complex process of creating 
a public persona for the public to consume, in which narratives about the writer's private life are 
as important an ingredient as his literary works. 
Interestingly, the story also describes an evolution in A's character and writings. It is only 
once B starts publishing A's works under his name and, in a way, takes over the position he 
occupied as a recognized writer, that A can produce his best work: “A’s art shone even more 
brightly. Once rid of all earthly glory, A finally experienced the pain and pleasure of somebody 
who truly attempts to become eternal. At that time, the literary world had already started 
forgetting his name” (TJZ 7:479). By shedding his public persona and allowing B to take over 
the role of legal author of his works, A moves into a space of solitary and unique creation that 
ironically is not too far from that what B had been attempting to create for himself all along. 
By B's deathbed, A confesses that it was B's evil what motivated him to produce his best 
work: “It is because you existed, because of the stimulus provided by your evil that the goodness 
in me grew and my art was born” (TJZ 7:487). In a paradoxical twist, it is ultimately B's evil that 
gives A the drive to reach his full potential as an artist. This only happens, however, once A is 
freed from the constraints of the position he had created for himself within the literary market. 
The fact that A stops writing completely after B's death shows that without B's evil, A finds it 
impossible to go back to his previous persona, as if he had realized that only the writings he 
produced under B's shadow are worthy of the name of art. 
Ultimately, “A to B no hanashi” provides no clear-cut resolution to the issue of good and 
evil in art. Throughout the story, there is an ambiguous tension between the writer's social 
persona and the artistic quality of his work. A produces his best writing once he is out of the 




A's writing, or to his own performance as a “reformed humanist.” After all, it is not only A's 
works he publishes but also confessional narratives and diaries that complement the public 
persona he is performing for the mass audience. The question that closes the story, “Did A win 
or did B win?” seems genuine, as the text offers no privileged explanation of the actual nature of 




Tanizaki's stories show a series of artists acutely aware of the demands of the growing 
cultural market, which they struggle to reconcile with a mythology of genius that emphasizes 
artistic value as the product of a unique vision of the world. This vision is born out of mental 
abnormality and “warped sensuality,” irreducible to institutional or economic value, and beyond 
the reach of the public's undeveloped taste. Motifs of evil and psychological abnormality are 
actively deployed by Tanizaki's characters to fashion their personae as artists, since they offer a 
source of artistic value beyond the dictates of the market, legitimized by a medicalized 
understanding of artistic genius. They are aware that they are artificially constructing a public 
persona, which they are performing as much for themselves and other fellow artists, as for the 
mass audience. Tanizaki's focus on the theatricality of these operations and their ambiguous 
results shows his awareness of the blind spots within this project. His stories emphasize the 
anxiety and contradictions of the professionalizing writer attempting to build an artistic identity 
within the developing literary market in modern Japan. 
Throughout his career, Tanizaki would go back to many of the motifs analyzed in this 




psychologically abnormal genius seems to abate by the early 1920s. A big factor for this may 
have been that his attitude towards the mass audience was inflected by his increasing implication 
in the world of cinema.45 What seems clear is that, by the mid 1920s, psychological abnormality 
was not functioning as a signal of the artist's privileged sensibility anymore. An example of this 
is the character of Jōji, the protagonist of Chijin no ai (A Fool's Love, Ōsaka Asahi shinbun, 
March to June 1924, and Josei, October 1924 to July 1925).46 Jōji shares many features with the 
artists who appear in the stories studied in this chapter, but comes across as anything but a 
unique visionary individual. His infatuation with Naomi, and his transformation into her puppet, 
are not the starting point of his creative development as an artist, but the fatal end of his 
obsession with modern consumer culture. 
                                                 
45 For Tanizaki's engagement with cinema in the early 1920s see LaMarre, Thomas, Shadows on the screen: 
Tanizaki Junʾichirō on cinema and "oriental" aesthetics, Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, University of 
Michigan, 2005. 









Topographies of Aestheticism 
Satō Haruo and the Limits of Artistic Utopia 
 
3.1 Introduction 
In the autobiographical essay “Kaisō” (“Remembrances,” Shinchō, seven serialized 
installments between January and November 1926), Satō Haruo (1892-1964) describes himself 
as having been a “nervous and shy” child who suffered from neurasthenia. Relating a near-fatal 
drowning accident he suffered as a child, he adds: “geniuses start planning their own deaths 
when they are three years old” (SHZ 5:309).1 In the early part of his career, Satō produced a rich 
corpus of critical and fictional texts that engaged intensively with the issue of creativity and the 
psyche of the artist. His characters struggle through the contradictions between their aesthetic 
principles and the possibilities offered by writing as a profession, while experiencing the mental 
costs of their artistic exploration of abnormal psychology. 
Perhaps because Satō’s first success was the story “Supein inu no ie” (“The House of a 
Spanish Dog,” Seiza, January 1917),2 a fantastic tale subtitled “for those who are fond of 
                                                 
1 Teihon Satō Haruo zenshū, Kyōto: Rinsen shoten, 1998. Hereafter indicated as (SHZ volume:pages). 




dreaming” in which the narrator witnesses the eponymous dog magically turn into a man, his 
works have often been read as examples of fantastic reverie. In this chapter I want to propose a 
reading based on the morbid genius narrative, in which abnormal experience and its artistic 
expression tie in with the central question of the value of art in the modern market economy, and 
the possibilities of the artist within it. 
 
3.2 Art as Labor, Labor as Art 
Satō’s thematization of the artist’s self-creation through art builds upon the discursive 
space established in the 1910s by the Shirakaba (White Birch) group, organized around the 
journal of the same name, and the glorification of the idea of “self-expression” by authors like 
Mushanokōji Saneatsu (1885-1976). 3  Under the banner of Humanism (jindōshugi), the 
Shirakaba group viewed the development of one’s “self” (jiga or jiko) as the highest mission of 
human beings. Artistic work was for them a means to “give life to the self” (jiko o ikasu) and 
achieve through it contact with an abstract idea of Humanity (ningen). Satō refined this idealistic 
conception of “self-expression” by placing art at the center, as a privileged utopian space from 
which the value of this expressed “self” derives. 
Satō studied at Keiō Gijuku (now Keiō University) under Nagai Kafū (1879-1959), and 
was introduced into the late-Meiji literary world by critic Ikuta Chōko (1882-1936), first 
translator into Japanese of Friedrich Nietzsche,4 who noticed Satō when he won the first prize in 
                                                 
3 For a representative example see Mushanokōji Saneatsu, “Jiko no tame no geijutsu” (“Art for the Self,” Shirakaba, 
November 1911), and the ensuing debate with Kinoshita Mokutarō, from the poetry and visual arts journal Myōjō 
(Bright Star), started when Kinoshita criticized impressionist painter Yamawaki Shintoku (1886-1952) in the pages 
of Chūō kōron. 




a short essay competition sponsored by the journal Shin shōsetsu (New Novel), that Chōko 
edited.5 With Kafū and Chōko as models, it is not surprising that Satō would soon develop a 
deep interest in the aesthetics of Western decadence and aestheticism, particularly in the works 
of Edgar Allan Poe6 and Oscar Wilde. He felt comfortable enough with Wilde's oeuvre in 
particular that his first piece of published criticism was a scathing review and analysis of Honma 
Hisao's translation of Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray Yūtōji (The Debaucher, Shinchōsha, 
1913).7 His connection with the Irish author seems to have spilled into his public persona as well. 
In “Seishun-ki no jigazō” (“Self-Portrait of My Youth,” Shinchō, July 1946, and Zōhō, 
December 1946), he recounts as apocryphal the story that he used to stroll down Ginza with a 
sunflower in his lapel, adding that probably people were just projecting a story about Wilde on 
himself (SHZ 11:200). While building on 19th-century European Aestheticist models such as 
Walter Pater, William Morris and Oscar Wilde, Satō’s late 1910s criticism moves beyond anti-
didacticism and anti-moralism, to deploy the idea of artistic value as an active critique of the 
uniformizing effect of the commodification of art in the modern market economy.  
                                                 
5 Shin shōsetsu (Shun'yōdō, 1889-1900, 1906-1927, 1946-1950) was one of the main venues of publication for new 
authors during the Meiji era. Natsume Sōseki's Kusamakura (Grass Pillow, September 1906) or Takaya Katai's 
“Futon” (“The Quilt,” August 1907) were first published there. The journal would change its title to Kokuchō (Black 
Tide) in 1927, to honor the recently discontinued general-interest journal of the same name that had been published 
by Taiyō tsūshin-sha from 1916 to 1922. 
6 For Satō's reception of Poe see Inoue Ken, “Satō Haruo to Edgar Poe,” Ōtani joshi daigaku kiyō, 12-1, September 
1977, pp. 34-62, and Ikeda Mikiko, “Satō Haruo no sakka to shite no shuppatsu: Poe no “Teien monogatari” o 
megutte,” Tōkyō joshi daigaku kiyō ronshū, 30:2, 1980, pp. 105-142. For the general recption of Poe in Japan see 
Miyanaga Takashi, Pō to Nihon: Sono juyō no rekishi, Sairyūsha, 2000. 
7 “Yūtōji no yakusha ni yosete sukoshi bakari Wairudo o ronzu,” Subaru, June 1913. Honma Hisao (1886-1981) 
was an English literature scholar who wrote mainly for the journal Waseda Bungaku, becoming its chief editor in 
1918. He is known for his translations of Oscar Wilde, William Morris and the Swedish feminist Ellen Key (1849-
1926). His doctoral dissertation at Waseda University was titled “Eikoku kinsei yuibishugi no kenkyū” (“Research 
on Modern English Aestheticism”). For Satō's extensive knowledge of Oscar Wilde see Imura Kimie, “Satō Haruo 
to Oscar Wilde. Den’en no yūutsu o chūshin to shite,” in Naruse, Masakatsu (ed.), Taishō bungaku no hikaku 




Satō understands art as an activity through which human beings can create their “best 
self.” In the piece “Geijutsu sunawachi ningen” (“The art, that is the person,” Shinchō, June 
1919), he reverses in Wildean fashion the commonplace observation that “Where there is no 
good person, there is no good art” into “Where there is good art, there is a good person.” Rather 
than concede that there has to be a morally upright individual first to be able to create good art, 
he argues that the “good person” is a result of artistic activity and thus follows it instead of 
preceding it:  
[The artist] creates a self for himself, the self he believes is the best self. He provokes a 
revolutionary upheaval within himself and rules over it by his highest self. He throws all 
of himself into a crucible. From what of the self is burned and melted in that crucible he 
picks out only the precious metal part of the self. This operation of the spirit is called the 
artistic drive. The person who can thus reveal the highest self is called the artist. He is 
said to have artistic genius. (SHZ 19:93)8 
What is important to point out here is how Satō does not understand the “best self” to be a pre-
existing entity that can be expressed spontaneously in artistic activity, but instead presents it as 
the result attainable by the “artistic drive.” Art is understood as the starting point for the creation 
of that self, an indispensable means to give form to one’s “highest self” in the same way that one 
might create a metallic alloy. It is significant that the metaphor used is not one of spontaneous 
natural growth but of conscious artificial creation. Artistic activity thus becomes a continuous 
process of self-fashioning, guided by the search for a utopian “highest self,” for “the artist can 
reveal his true self fully only in the arts–only through the technique of searching for the self in 
his own deepest recesses” (SHZ 19:94). Art is here the highest possible sphere of human activity 
and the starting point of the elevation of the self. 
                                                 
8 Translation by Francis B. Tenny: “The Art, That Is the Person,” Beautiful Town: Stories and Essays by Satō 




If art is the highest possible human activity, it is not surprising that, in the tradition of 
“L’Art pour l’Art” thinking, Satō considers it a self-contained and self-fulfilling activity. He 
refuses to assign it any other objective than its own existence, because to do that would 
compromise its status as origin of the “highest self.” In one of his key pieces, “Geijutsuka no 
yorokobi” (“The Joy of the Artist,” Shinchō, June 1920), he gives these ideas the following 
formulation: “As art is its own objective, the joy of creation is simply to create. In all the highest 
of human activities, there is no other aim but that. To think there is a further aim for the highest 
of human activities would be like thinking there is another divinity above divinity. Everything 
with any aim but this itself is but secondary in significance” (SHZ 19:119).9 The logic may 
appear circular, but that is precisely the point of Satō’s piece. To search for an objective for art 
outside of art itself implies putting it into a hierarchical relationship with other concerns that 
would take then precedence over the supreme task of bringing to light the “highest self.” 
Medium and goal must be conflated together to avoid their separation into primary and 
secondary significations. Otherwise one (art reduced to an instrument) would end up being 
understood as accidental and subservient to the other (the goal of expressing the “highest self”). 
This understanding of art may bring to mind the Olympian heights of the ivory tower, but 
it has a very direct connection with the real world issues facing modern artists, as Satō’s 
development of the idea of the “joy of creation” shows: “When I work thinking of the critic, 
when I work with thoughts of my readers, when I work thinking of my editor and his deadline, 
when I work thinking of fame, when I work to establish some principles, when I work thinking 
of my own skill, when I work thinking of any other aim or result, I feel I have lost the joy of 
                                                 




creation” (SHZ 19:119). As this enumeration shows, denying a “further aim” for art has a very 
practical dimension. Beyond the creator, editors, critics, readers are all indispensable actors in 
the circulation of art as a commodity. If they effect a restraint upon artists, however, by 
introducing concerns foreign to the self-fulfilling mission of creating the “highest self,” Satō 
considers that they strip artists of the condition of “creative person” and make them into no more 
than “artisans” (shokunin). 
Approaching the same issue from the opposite angle, Satō denies that criticism “that 
lacks understanding and good faith” could ever harm the value of a work, since this value rests 
on the side of the creator: “How can that destroy the joy of its creation? The only thing lost or 
damaged is the work's commercial value. Its empty popularity. It is better if the work lacks just 
that. For the true artist that is relief; it is freedom from care, freedom itself” (SHZ 19:123). No 
matter the criticisms or their effect upon sales, if the “joy of creation” is present in the artwork it 
is enough to create a value that always remains untouched by the scales of commercial exchange. 
Real world issues are not entirely banished from art, nor is the participation of the artist 
in society negated. Rather, Satō argues for the expansion of art into everyday life against the 
standardization and utilitarian drive that artistic expression encounters in the world of modern 
capitalism: “I curse the making of art into a profession [shokugyōka].10 Now in these times when 
the spirit of the true artist is most needed, how can we afford to let it vanish? I’d like to see all of 
man’s occupations converted into the arts. All those occupations without meaning derived from 
the self I’d like to see abandoned by humans. In this sense, I’d like to see all mankind made into 
true artists. I’d like to see all human life made into art. Then would man be close to the gods. 
                                                 




There will be no utopia until every occupation has become an art” (SHZ 19:121). The fragment 
explicitly links the way to utopia with the inversion of the contemporary trend of 
professionalizing the production of art. Instead of letting all artists become artisans (shokunin), 
all artisans should become artists so that the self-fashioning potential of artistic activity is 
extended to all human activity. Calling for a transformation of life through art doesn't imply a 
desire to simply escape from reality into an artificial world of dreams. Rather, as my analysis of 
Satō’s fiction will show, it serves as basis for an active criticism of the social model that 
industrialization has produced, in which mechanization has made humans into interchangeable 
pieces of a structure that has no meaning for them. 
Satō was not alone in imagining art and artistic activity as models for human labor in 
general. His teacher Ikuta Chōko wrote the following description of the ideal conditions for 
human work in “Shakai hihyōka to shite no yo no rikkyakuchi” (“My Foundation as Social 
Critic,” Chūgai, April 1918): 
Being interesting and pleasant contains in itself the objective of work. It cannot be 
something done solely as a means for anything else. It is work at the same time as 
amusement. A real society needs work that is suited to the individuality of every person, 
interesting and pleasant, like an amusement. Work that is interesting and pleasant, like an 
amusement, is in itself like producing art. Its products are all works of art. The unification 
of work and amusement is the unification of life and art.11 
Christian labor activist Kagawa Toyohiko (1888-1960) also uses similar language in “Ningen 
kenchiku-ron” (“Theory of Human Architecture”): 
Nowadays, painters and architects cannot produce an art with their full personality, their 
full spirit, their full life. […] That is too integral [zenbuteki]. In the material world of 
capitalism, the human being itself is turned into capital and investments are made only on 
                                                 
11 Ikuta Chōko Zenshū IV Hihyō: Shakai, Daitō Shuppansha, 1936, p. 116. That particular issue of Chūgai was 
banned from circulation, most probably because of Chōko's piece. See Aranami Chikara, Chi no kyojin: Hyōden 
Ikuta Chōkō, Hakusuisha, 2013, p. 194. The Marxian overtones of the passage are not coincidental. Chōko was well 




human activity [katsudō] and life without benefitting the workers. Unless humanity itself 
becomes an art, our life will be most pitiful.12 
Art, conceptualized as an activity that involves the individual as a whole and cannot be reduced 
to a means for anything else, appears here as a promise to overcome the alienation of modern 
industrial workers from their work and its products. These calls for the “art-ification” of labor or 
humanity itself, however, come from a general sense of crisis as writers come to terms with their 
position in the market economy, and seek to retain a privileged space for themselves where one 
can produce “integral” art. It is in the process of negotiating the position of art as a product in the 
capitalist market that art's extra-economic value is foregrounded as its defining characteristic. 
In this context, Satō’s autotelic definition of artistic activity goes further than the simple 
aestheticist attempt to create an autonomous space where art can exist independently from the 
influence of political or moral concerns. In his understanding, it is precisely the potential that art 
offers for individual self-realization beyond any other external concern or constraint, what gives 
it a special significance in the context of modern society, and allows the artist to participate in 
political and moral struggles. Art becomes then an irreplaceable alternative to the 
homogenization of human experience brought by professionalization. If the industrial economy 
threatens to turn individual expression into another interchangeable commodity, the social 
significance of the artist lies in countering that trend by exploring the possibilities of the “joy of 
creation.” 
This understanding of art shapes Satō’s position in the contemporary debates about the 
question of subject matter (shudai) in art. Placing himself in sharp contrast with those who think 
that art cannot exist without it, he sidesteps the question of the communicability of “subject 
                                                 




matter”-less autonomous art by resorting to the classical aestheticist topos of music as the ideal 
condition to which all arts aspire, given its most famous formulation in the British art historian 
Walter Pater’s “The School of Giorgione” (The Renaissance. Studies in Art and Poetry, 1873). In 
a 1919 piece titled “Ongakuteki na sakuhin, geijutsu no shūkyōteki na igi” (“Music-like Works. 
The Religious Significance of Art,” Yūben, March 1919), Satō writes: “As long as [music] has 
feeling, I do not think it needs any intellectual subject matter. Nevertheless, it can move the 
human heart like a wonderful form of art. I would like to try and write a work that, like that 
music, would have feeling but no meaning” (SHZ 19:87). 
Music is understood as a form that achieves the goal of moving its audience all the while 
avoiding the intellectual distinction of matter and form that plagues other arts. Satō points to the 
arabesque (karakusa moyō), the decorative art that Wilde praised as “unspoiled by meaning,”13 
as the closest example of “music-like” art over literature and figurative painting. The essential 
characteristic of music sought here is that it escapes from the risk that the mere incidents 
depicted or ideas exposed become excised from their artistic expression and is immune to the 
danger of being reduced to a subservient role to the moral that is supposed to be communicated 
through it. 
In a later piece on “Shisō naki bungei” (“Art without Thought,” Shinchō, November 
1924), Satō brings up a sculpture by Rodin with the title “La Pensée” (“Thought,” 1893-95), that 
consists of a gentle female head emerging from an unformed mass of marble. The image of the 
sculpture is used to criticize the standard understanding of “thought” as something clear-cut and 
coherent (hakkiri to toritome no aru koto) and separable from superficial beauty: “The mass of 
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thought is nothing more than a stand and its real life (hontō no seimei) is nothing else but the 
beauty that emerges clearly from the depths. [...] What has the mass but not the beauty is just 
common sense, which is very different from thought. There cannot be thought were there is no 
beauty” (SHZ 19:319). Satō inverts in his reading of the image the conventional hierarchy of 
“thought” and “beauty” in art. Not only beauty is not subservient to thought, but it turns to be its 
“real life.” To transcend the interchangeability of “common sense,” Thought must find its very 
own “highest self” in the process of artistic expression. The focus on “life” (seimei) serves here 
to highlight the potential space for self-fashioning that art creates, in contrast with the standard 
exchange value of coherent “common sense.” 
By placing art above morality in “Geijutsu sunawachi ningen,” above content in 
“Ongakuteki na sakuhin, geijutsu no shūkyōteki na igi,” above thought in “Shisō naki bungei,” 
and above commercial popularity and doctrinal value in “Geijutsuka no yorokobi,” Satō is 
conceptualizing art as an activity irreducible to any other value system beyond itself, beyond the 
“joy of creation.” Satō's interest in cordoning off artistic activity from other value systems is 
clearly motivated by the circulation of art in the mass market, where it becomes subject to the 
evaluation of readers, editors and critics. At the same time, art is also presented as an activity that 
can challenge other value systems, by incorporating its potential to create the individual's 
“highest self” into all human labor in an “art-ification” of humanity itself. 
 
3.3 Art as Utopian Space 
Satō's utopian understanding of the possibilities of art finds a rich expression in his early 
fiction, where he explores as well the place of artists in the capitalist commodity economy. The 




become Satō’s best known work Den’en no yūutsu (Gloom in the Country, 1919), can be read as 
an allegory of his idea of art as a utopian space for the creation of one’s “highest self.” In it, the 
narrator explains that he hasn’t been able to sleep normally for the last twenty days and describes 
his untidy room. One day, he is walking through his garden when he decides to pull some of the 
weeds that grow there unchecked. In the process, he discovers a rose shrub with five or six red 
buds that had laid hidden there. Ecstatic with the find, he continues pulling weeds to free the rose 
shrub, but mistakenly breaks one of the buds. He is so shocked that he expects the twig to start 
bleeding and launches into a reflection on love that he finishes by declaring that: “Besides me 
myself, the only thing that I can say that it is mine, the only thing that I can love freely, the only 
thing that I can entrust to my love is this rosebud that I have in front of my eyes” (SHZ 3:21). 
The experience prompts the character to decide to wash his face for the first time in two weeks 
and fish out his razor from between his bookshelves to shave. 
The image of pulling weeds to discover the roses that lay hidden beneath them follows 
the same logic of the crucible metaphor in “Geijutsu sunawachi ningen:” the character finds a 
way out of his sleepless daze by uncovering in the rose the ideal image of beauty, the only true 
object for his yearning to love. It may be a matter of opinion if washing and shaving after two 
weeks makes one a better person, but it seems clear that it is the experience of finding the rose 
among the weeds and realizing its fragility that leads to a change in the everyday routine of the 
character. Furthermore, describing the rose as the only possible object for the character’s love 
makes it both the goal and the medium of this transformation. In the same way that the “joy of 
creation” is simply to create, the experience of the rose brings only love for the flower. 
Roses appear again in “Bara o koi suru hanashi, arui wa gūi no nai gūwa” (“To Love a 




programatic statements about the mission of the artist. In the piece, the narrator is walking 
through a garden when he finds himself distracted by a whispering conversation between two 
youthful and beautiful voices he overhears. The speakers turn out to be two roses from the 
garden: 
“So one man looked at my shrub and sneered saying: “This can grow and grow but it will 
never become a pillar.” A group of children said “This cannot be eaten!,” pointing 
towards me with their toes and spitting on me. I wonder, wouldn’t it be better if they 
went to the woods or to an orchard? But they don’t admit their error and even dare to 
blame me!” 
“You are so right! [...] Today came also a traveler and said “This is not a shortcut to our 
destination. Look at all the useless turns and undulations that it takes!” He really made 
me furious!” 
“Today people are intelligent. Nobody loves anymore. Love is definitely not a shortcut to 
marriage, is it? We used to bloom for the lovers, but now we have become useless. [...] 
People do not like useless things. [...] People prefer stations and offices to gardens!” 
(SHZ 3:191). 
When the narrator intervenes and expresses his sympathy for their plight, he first gets a cynical 
and thorny reply: “Are you a bee? I am sorry to disappoint you, but I have no honey.” The anti-
utilitarian motif is established clearly. The roses, standing metaphorically for art, complain about 
the visitors' expectations that they should fulfill a function beyond being roses. As an essentially 
auto-telic activity, art appears “useless” to the general public strolling in the park. 
The narrator tries to win the roses' confidence by telling them that he is a poet and, after 
some more sarcastic remarks by the rose, at long last convinces them by calling himself an “old-
fashioned disciple of Heine.” Just when the rose finally begins to speak to him in sweeter tones, 
it unexpectedly breaks in two. Devastated, the narrator collects the dead petals of the rose, who 
he calls his “eternal lover,” and takes them home, to preserve them inside his latest volume of 
poetry. When his wife finds out about it, however, she ridicules him for acting “like a schoolgirl.” 




They fall on the path of a rooster, who scampers towards the petals and pecks at them. Once he 
realizes they are not food, however, the animal wanders away trampling on the rests of the petals, 
sticking out his breast “like an important critic” and grumbling in English: “Nonsense!” The final 
sentence of the fable addresses the reader saying: “If you read this story thinking it would have 
any meaning, you are a fool!” (SHZ 3:193). 
The paradoxical title, “A Fable without Moral,” seems to prompt the reader to take the 
text as an allegory of sorts, all the while refusing to reduce it to a mere medium to convey a 
Moral. As in the earlier work “Bara,” the flowers are a clear symbol for the Beauty attainable 
through art. The dialogue between them focuses on the motif of their “uselessness” when seen 
from a utilitarian point of view They cannot become a pillar to support anything besides 
themselves. They cannot provide others with nourishment or be reduced to a container for honey. 
Their way doesn’t work as a shortcut to arrive efficiently from point A to point B, but is 
unnecessarily undulating and long. However, the pathetic potential of the scene is interrupted by 
the sudden crack of the rose, which results more comical than tragic after the haughty exchange 
they have had with the narrator. 
On the other hand, the setting changes from the rather self-absorbed atmosphere of “Bara,” 
focused on the solitary narrator, to the social dynamics of this fable, where both the roses and 
their admirer are faced with the comments of the garden’s visitors, the narrator’s wife and even 
the rooster who comments “like a critic” on the lack of value of the dead rose petals. Art is no 
longer a private issue but an activity that involves a whole community of people, who apparently 
give it a very different importance than the main character does. 
The ironic interruptions, both in the dialogue with the rose and in the unexpected ending, 




The self-mocking humorous tone makes possible both the presentation of his utopian ideas on art 
and his conscience of the essential conflict these ideas have with his contemporary world. The 
piece pits the idealism of the individual against the unforgiving judgement of modern society, 
presenting at the same time the utopian dimension of self-fashioning through art and the 
limitations of its actualization in the modern world. 
“Utsukushiki machi” (“Beautiful Town,” Kaizō, August, September and December 1919) 
is perhaps the most complete fictional reworking of Satō's aesthetic program. I will argue that the 
story can be read in a strong ideological mode, as an attempt to create a utopian space for art 
inside the modern urban economy. Not only was Kaizō a left-leaning magazine, but the 
installments of the story appeared on issues with the special topics “Shihonshugi seifuku” 
(“Defeating Capitalism”), “Rōdō kumiai dōmei hikō kenkyū” (“Research on Union Strikes”) and 
“Kaikyū tōsō hihan” (“Critique of Class Struggle”) respectively.14 
The story starts when painter called E receives the visit of Kawasaki, an old childhood 
friend, who asks him to help in a “marvelous and most pleasing plan.” Kawasaki's project is to 
build an ideal Beautiful Town of a hundred houses inside Tokyo with the inheritance he claims 
his father left him. After enrolling the help of E, both of them start looking for a suitable piece of 
land to build the Beautiful Town and finally settle on the artificial island of Nakazu on the 
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“Kaikyū tōsō to rōdō kumiai no keishiki henka” (“Class Struggle and Structural Changes in Unions”) by Arahata 
Kanson (1887-1981). Yamakawa, Kagawa and Arahata would be part of the founding committee of the first 
Japanese Communist Party in April 1921. Even though he would later veer towards positions closer to National-
Socialism, Takabatake was the translator of the first complete edition of Karl Marx's Das Kapital into Japanese: 




Sumida River. They hire an old architect to complete the team and they work on project together 
for three years. One day, Kawasaki suddenly reveals that he never had the money to undertake 
such a project: the Beautiful Town will never exist outside their imagination and the paper model 
they built. After Kawasaki's flight from Japan, E and the old architect stay in touch, and E winds 
up marrying one of his daughters and living in a building designed by his father-in-law. 
Focusing on the fact that the plans for the Beautiful Town never become reality, the piece 
has been interpreted as the story of a utopian dream and its eventual frustration.15 This reading is 
built on the assumption that the value of the Beautiful Town lies in its actual construction and 
that the failure to materialize the painstakingly designed plans means the defeat of the characters' 
purpose. However, considering the question of Kawasaki's actual goal in starting the project, the 
Beautiful Town never seems to be an end in itself but rather a stimulus, a form of aesthetic 
activism that attempts openly to subvert the values of the capitalist mercantilization of human 
life and serve as inspiration for citizens to take an active role in changing their lives. There is no 
frustration of Kawasaki's plans, insofar as they never included the actual building of the city. 
From the very beginning, many hints point at the fact that Kawasaki has conceived the 
Beautiful Town as an exclusively artistic project. Kawasaki looks for E as painter first and 
foremost, not as an acquaintance. It is true that they were friends during their childhood, but it is 
ostensibly a painting of E titled “Gloom in the City” (incidentally the title that Satō would give 
to another of his stories written in 1922) that makes him think of contacting E again.16 During 
their first conversation, the idea of the Beautiful Town is brought up while “talking on about the 
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arts” and before even mentioning any figure or engineering matter, Kawasaki launches into a 
poetic rapture aided by the verses of Goethe's Faust. 
The very election of the site for the construction of the Beautiful Town indicates also the 
primacy of artistic concerns for the project. The island of Nakazu is not chosen after careful 
geological prospection or cunning analysis of the real estate market, but on a whim inspired by a 
copperplate engraving. While wandering aimlessly through Tokyo, dreaming feverishly of the 
Beautiful Town, E goes to an exhibition that includes several old prints, among which there is 
one by Edo era artist Shiba Kōkan (1747-1818) titled “Nakasu no kei” (“View of Nakazu”), that 
gives him the sudden idea of choosing the place simply because of the atmosphere the picture 
creates. 
It is important to consider the characters’ reaction when they visit the place and discover 
that the actual Nakazu is nothing like the poetic landscape of the engraving. E is initially 
disappointed but, to his surprise, Kawasaki is “completely satisfied with that filthy, good-for-
nothing land” and when he convinces E to look at the islet from the same perspective the picture 
was drawn in, even the painter admits that “as I visualized from the bridge in the winter’s setting 
sun the Beautiful Town without form but with the potential for any form, and I put that vision in 
place of the cluster of dirty gray roofs that now existed, it was enough to make me change my 
mind and like the place” (SHZ 3:396).17 Neither of the characters seems to notice that Nakazu is 
barely “one-fortieth the size of Kawasaki’s vision of a four-acre development.”18 
When Kawasaki describes the Beautiful Town as “a large living and moving work of art,” 
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then, this doesn’t mean that the character is solely interested in the superficial beauty of the 
Town. Rather, it shows the intention to subvert the conventional hierarchy of reality and art. Just 
as art is the starting point for the self-fashioning of the individual, so is the Town a starting point 
for the transformation of its environment. To put it in Wildean terms, Kawasaki believes that it is 
not art that imitates life, but life that follows art. In consequence, the creation of a work of art, as 
gratuitous as it may appear at first, can ultimately bring a change to society. If the Beautiful 
Town has any creative potential it is from its condition of art and through its links with all the 
works of art that come together in its creation. 
Kawasaki intends to ask for no monetary compensation from the inhabitants of his 
dreamed Town, but the conditions he sets down for them are very significant to understand the 
role he envisions for it: 
“(a) People most satisfied by the houses I built. (b) Couples who have married of their 
own mutual choice and who both have stayed with their first marriage and have children. 
(c) People who have chosen as an occupation the work they like best. Therefore they’ve 
become most proficient in their work and have made a living from it. (d) No merchants, 
no public officials, no military. (e) People to keep the promise never to engage in 
monetary transactions in the town. [...] (f) They must have a dog as a pet. If by nature 
they don’t like dogs, they must care for a cat. If they don’t like either dogs or cats, they 
can keep a bird…” (SHZ 3: 391) 
It is not surprising that the first two conditions point at the values of romantic love and self-
realization in life, because they match perfectly with the primary role that Satō gives to art in the 
creation of the “best self.” It is extremely telling, as Stephen Dodd has pointed out, that the rest 
of the program clashes so violently with the state-sponsored ideology of modernization.19 The 
very individuals thought of as the basis of society in the official world view are banned from the 
                                                 





Beautiful Town, as well as their main occupation: the production and circulation of money. 
Many critics have seen in the last condition a connection with Satō’s own well-known 
love of dogs, which feature prominently in his fiction. In addition, the obligation to keep a pet in 
each house of the Town can be read also as an ironic parody of the detailed regulations of the 
citizens’ lives produced by the modern state, as well as a kind of ideological statement in itself: 
the basis of the Beautiful Town will be the very things that common sense considers 
“superfluous” or “not useful.” This motif is also highlighted in the following passage: 
my beautiful town must be located in the city of Tokyo. It must form a distinct quarter 
situated in an unexpected part of the city; it must be a place where it will invite scrutiny 
by many people. I hope that people as they gaze will think how good it would be to live 
in a place like that and will be surprised to hear that anyone can. On hearing the 
conditions that enable them to live there, however, they will be puzzled at why some 
eccentric fellow wasted so much valuable money to build a town for whatever purpose. 
I’d like to have people raise these questions (SHZ 3:392) 
The point of the project is then to surprise and prompt questions in the minds of the people. 
Kawasaki says explicitly that he hopes to “puzzle” his fellow citizens as to why so much capital 
was “wasted” in an ostensibly unprofitable project. In the design of the Beautiful Town, 
Kawasaki is obviously poking fun at the values of utilitarianism that reign supreme in the ideals 
of industrial progress. Against a system that sets the “useful” as its highest value, he pits an 
impossible plan, completely out of touch with the market and utterly devoid of funds. The 
Beautiful Town would be then an interruption in the logic of capitalism that reduces human 
activity to a matter of investment, benefit and re-investment. 
During the story, Kawasaki appears reading aloud sections from William Morris' utopian 
futurist novel News from Nowhere (1890), a work that deals extensively with the uneasy 
relationship between labor, art, and alternatives to the capitalist commodity economy. The most 




that in order for a change to be possible in society (a change that takes the form of a socialist 
revolution in the case of Morris’ novel) all human work should be creative and pleasurable. In 
the futuristic England of News from Nowhere goods are produced because individuals find 
pleasure in the manual work of the artisan and are given away for free. Work thus manages to 
escape being reduced to a standard exchange value that allows it to enter the capitalist system at 
the expense of killing the individual connection between product and producer. 
In “Utsukushiki machi,” the particular character of Mr. T, the old architect, is especially 
significant in this regard. It cannot be a mere coincidence that among the “crowds of applicants,” 
Kawasaki chooses for his project someone like him. Already an old man, Mr. T studied in Paris 
in the 1880s but was already out of fashion when he returned to Japan. Because of the changes in 
fashion and cultural policy, “the knowledge he had taken pains to acquire in his middle years 
was unexpectedly useless in Japan” (SHZ 3:397). However, even if the market had no place for 
him, he kept creating and designing. Obviously, none of his designs were ever actually used, but 
that is exactly what makes Mr. T valuable in the eyes of Kawasaki. The same condition that 
makes him a “failure” in the eyes of society, makes him a “success” for the planning of the 
Beautiful Town. He is a pure artist, untouched by the economic system and laid aside as “useless” 
by the market. He has the value of the valueless: somebody who creates for the sheer pleasure of 
it and not for the value that his production has according to an external standard, independent 
from the individual and his creation. 
Understood as a work of art in the particular sense that Satō gives it in his criticism, the 
project of the Beautiful Town can be seen in a new light. Plotted by a group of people who don't 
produce anything valuable by industrial standards: a swindler, a painter and an architect who has 




modern society. In this sense, I believe it can be argued that the end of the story does not 
necessarily constitute a complete frustration of the project. The idea of the Beautiful Town 
brings the three characters together and ultimately results in the marriage of E into Mr. T's 
household, described in the following terms: “I thought old Mr. T was the happiest man ever. 
Even if his worldly life was a failure, he was a person of such peace, with a good wife, a good 
son, good daughters, good grandchildren, a warbler singing in his sunny window, and even more 
good things in his everyday fancies. You could hang the title Beautiful Town onto that happiness” 
(SHZ 3:413). 
At the end of the story Mr. T finally sees one of his dreamed houses become reality, 
significantly as an artist's studio. E used to “brood seriously about the need for a monastery to 
sever writers and artists” and the new house that Mr. T builds for him ends up fulfilling that 
desire. The Beautiful Town may never see its hundred houses, but at least one of Mr. T’s works, 
produced out of the sheer “joy of creation,” is actually made reality and from it E will keep 
producing his art. To further drive the point home, the newlywed couple who will live there plan 
to get a dog as pet “according to the rules for Beautiful Town.” Kawasaki's Beautiful Town 
never materializes, because it was never intended to be actually built, but the questions it raises 
and the inspiration it produces helps the other characters to build at least one household on the 
model they dreamed together.  
In “Mushanokōji Saneatsu ni tsuite” (“About Mushanokōji Saneatsu,” Chūō kōron, July 
1918), commenting on Mushanokōji project of a communal village called “Atarashiki mura” 
(“New Village”),20 Satō wrote: “Even if [the utopian project] fails every time it is tried, it 
                                                 




doesn't mean it's fruitless. Rather, it must be attempted once and again without ever giving up” 
(SHZ 19:72). In a sense, it can be said that “Utsukushiki machi” is trying to find a way to keep 
the utopian project alive through art, while at the same time avoiding the danger that 
Aestheticism faces of closing on itself and becoming severed from reality. Kawasaki’s project is 
doomed to remain in the realm of dreams from the start, but rather than ending there, it serves as 
the spark for continued artistic activity, even after his creator disappears fleeing his creditors. Its 
value lies in its potential for further creation, rather than in its worth for the real estate market. 
Interrupting the logic of capitalist exchange and re-valuing what has been left aside as 
“worthless,” the “Beautiful Town” is a testimony to an alternative economy of value that seeks to 
create a space for art beyond the logic of market exchange. 
 
3.4 Abnormal Perception and Artistic Space 
Building off Satō's utopian understanding of art as a self-contained activity that runs 
against the logic of commodity value, a significant corpus of his stories explore the connections 
of this project of artistic self-fashioning with psychological abnormality. The protagonist of 
“Utsukushiki machi” is rather an exception in Satō's 1910s fiction, as most of his artist 
protagonists pay with their mental sanity for their attempt to realize their “best self” through 
artistic activity. 
“Aojiroi netsujō” (“A Pale Ardor,” Chūō Kōron, January 1919) explores directly the idea 
of the toll that artistic activity takes upon the mental health of the artist. Since its publication, the 
work has been criticized as too heavy-handed in its use of quotations and motifs taken from 
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Edgar Allan Poe. The narrator, himself a poet, visits his friend A.F., who is a painter, to read him 
the last epic poem he has composed. A.F. pays him little attention, engrossed reciting the lines of 
Poe’s “Annabel Lee,”21 and shows him the image of a beautiful young girl lying dead on his bed. 
He has used her as a model for a painting titled “A Recurrent Dream.” The narrator assumes the 
dead model had been the painter's wife, but A.F. explains she is an illusion “from the eternal 
world.” Once he finishes reciting Poe's poem, A.F. falls dead to the ground and the narrator loses 
consciousness. The following day, the narrator's wife and his friend E.O. arrive to find him 
unconscious next to a dead A.F. Since there is no trace of the female body in the room, they do 
not believe the narrator's story. To the dismay of his family, the narrator decides to take his 
friend's painting into his studio and becomes increasingly reclusive, afraid that his family is 
planning to send him to a mental institution. 
There are several elements in the story that point to a possible allegorical reading, in 
which the supernatural experiences of A.F. and the narrator can be understood as an elaboration 
on the dangers of artistic activity for the artist’s psyche. The events at A.F.'s studio are framed 
from the beginning of the story as an artistic event. A.F. is described as wearing an old morning 
coat that makes him look “like an unfortunate musician,” and when he offers to show the 
narrator the ghostly image of the dead woman, the narrator believes he's going to be shown his 
latest painting: “I thought he was going to show me his latest work. At that time, he looked very 
much like he usually looked when he was going to show a new painting for the first time” (SHZ 
3:148). A.F.'s description of his encounter with the image of the woman also ties her closely to 
his activity as an artist, as she appeared at moments when he had plunged into “artistic ecstasy.” 
                                                 




After painting countless sketches of her, he feels like his “brushes materialize her in the world of 
art:” 
“Like I always say, I believe that, somewhere other than this world of reality, maybe 
somewhere up high, there is another true world, in which only beautiful things exist. 
When the artworks we toil on are finished, they are born in the world of art up high, the 
eternal world, in the shape that our efforts gave them. The forms of that eternal world 
project their faint, hazy reflection on our ephemeral world. What we call reality is a 
shadow of that. Illusions are the shadow of things still unrealized in the eternal world. 
The eternal world demands the effort of the artist to complete it. I created this woman as 
my wife for the eternal world.” (SHZ 3:151-152). 
While her image is conceptualized as a supernatural phenomenon, A.F. is here perfectly aware 
that the woman he calls his wife is an artistic creation, born out of his brush and his experience 
of “artistic ecstasy.” The phantasmal woman functions as a sort of Platonic idea of Beauty, but, 
and this is a key difference, one that is the result of, and not the pre-condition for A.F.'s artistic 
work. That is, his work is not a copy of the Ideal, but rather is the source that makes the Ideal 
possible. 
The second half of the story reinforces the possibility of reading A.F.'s vision and 
subsequent death as an allegory of artistic creation. From the beginning of the piece, the narrator 
understands his interaction with his friend within an artistic framework: his first reaction upon 
hearing the painter talk about the mysterious female illusion is to think that he should include a 
story like A.F.'s in his writings. After the narrator wakes up, the text focuses explicitly on how 
A.F.'s death prompts him to realize that the epic poem he is working on needs more than a 
simple supernatural re-theme, and to reconsider the nature of his own activity as an artist. The 
narrator comes to understand that “there was nothing in [my poem] that I had risked my life for. I 
had that painful realization after seeing A.F. die. While he was alive, he had given me many 




(SHZ 3:155). The process of “hypnotizing himself” that produces the apparition of the woman is 
as much a supernatural motif, as a metaphor for the work of the artistic imagination. A.F.'s death 
thus becomes a model for the narrator, who gains through this experience a new and deeper 
understanding of his own mission as an artist: “To complete that work of art he had offered his 
life. The artist is an ascetic, an alchemist who puts everything he has at stake, in order to create 
[in English] something eternal. A.F. did the right thing. As a reward, he died in an artistic ecstasy” 
(SHZ 3:156). 
The heroic act of “put everything one has at stake” takes in the text the specific form of 
exploring liminal experiences of perception until they devolve into psychological morbidity. A.F. 
first catches a glimpse of his ghostly wife while wandering under the illuminated billboards of 
Sudachō.22 When the narrator encounters him at the beginning of the text, he has turned his 
studio into a crypt-like space, where the light of a single candle accentuates the shadows created 
by the heavy black velvet drapes that decorate the room. The narrator is conscious of the 
psychological effect that sharing the experience of his friend is having on him, and, wondering if 
he really dropped a tear on the face of the apparition, diagnoses himself as suffering from “quite 
a violent case of neurasthenia.” 
When his wife and his friend E.O. eventually find him, the morning after A.F.'s death, 
they take his insistent questioning about the missing ghostly woman “as proof that [he] had gone 
mad,” and the narrator is aware that only he is capable of hearing the echos of the painter's voice 
reciting Poe's poem as they leave the studio. All these motifs reinforce the idea that 
psychological abnormality becomes a way of access to the world of art, that remains beyond the 
                                                 




comprehension of non-artists like the narrator's wife and E.O. 
“Aojiroi netsujō” tells the story of a process of artistic education, in which the narrator 
follows A.F.'s path of morbid sensibility until he is able to share his vision. Along the way, the 
narrator awakes to the “true artist's mission” and also to the physical and social costs that it 
entails. The end of the story reinforces this image, by having the narrator recreate in a way A.F.'s 
solitary artistic refuge. He takes “A Recurrent Dream” into his study, to the dismay of his family, 
and seems set on the same path as A.F., trading his sanity for the possibility to access the 
“eternal world” that his friend's death has opened his senses to. 
The later story “Kimyō na kobanashi” (“A Strange Little Story,” Taikan, December 
1919) is more openly allegorical in its thematization of the burden of the artist's unique psyche, 
and his struggles with his position in the commercial market. If “Aojiroi netsujō” can be read as 
the story of an artist learning what true artistic vision is, thanks to the sacrifice of his friend A.F., 
“Kimyō na kobanashi” rather portrays an artist destroyed by the realization that it is impossible 
to achieve that vision within the modern market economy. 
The narrator of the piece tells the story of his friend K, who has just killed himself, and 
sets to explain his character so his suicide is understood. K was a relatively well-known writer, 
but after a certain point had given up on publishing and was writing only for himself. The main 
body of the piece is devoted to the “strange little story” K shares with the narrator two days 
before his suicide. One night, while drinking alone, he is approached by a beautiful youth who 
starts an animated discussion on Aesthetics with him. Afterward, the youth takes K to see a 
prostitute married to a hunchback dwarf. The youth wants to see the grotesque spectacle of the 
dwarf's impotent jealousy while she takes her customers into her room. While they watch the 




the prostitute is like the ideal and fame the writer seeks, but his art and imagination are just like 
the dwarf. The text calls attention upon its allegorical character here by having the narrator react 
to K's story with complaints that he has just been told a “bad fable,” prompting K's protests that 
it was indeed a true event. After that, K concedes gloomily that, at that point, he saw in the dwarf 
the Doppelgänger of his own language and psyche. Two days later, K hangs himself. The piece 
ends with the narrator confessing that it was him who set up the strange episode as a joke, 
without realizing the tragedy it would trigger. 
Rather than being a natural consequence of his frail mental health, K's death is brought 
upon by the essential conflict between his artistic ideal and his doubts about his own success at 
achieving it. The text presents the following extract from one of his works. “I am a duck. I feel a 
golden egg inside of me. When I lay it, I see it's a normal rotten egg.” In another one of his texts, 
K writes about himself as being a strange plant that tries to produce beautiful flowers. “I am 
certainly a strange plant that grows in the shade. Leave me be quietly, in the shade, oh garden, so 
I can bloom in beautiful flowers. There are such people in the world, just like there are orchids” 
(SHZ 3:435). To the familiar metaphor of the blooming flower as the result of artistic activity, 
the piece adds a decidedly social dimension, highlighting the separation between K the artist and 
“normal people.” The artist understands himself as a “strange plant that grows in the shade,” but 
at the same time is terrified of producing nothing but “normal rotten eggs.” 
Even though it is stated that K was ambitious and wanted to be recognized, once he 
achieved a certain popularity, he found it a source of more pain than pleasure. He is described as 
being disturbed by bad reviews, but even more by public praise. “Why do people who don't 
understand anything praise me?,” he asks himself, “Why does this person show interest for 




strangeness of the artist against the mass audience, epitome of the normal. Being well received 
by the public casts doubt into K's self-image as a unique flower that blooms in the shade. 
Commercial success may bring economic value, but the praises of the “normal” public who 
“doesn't understand him” can only threaten the value of K's art as “strange.” K's answer to this 
problem is to stop showing people what he writes. “He wrote striving for “the Eternal.” His 
aspirations expanded without limits,” is how the narrator explains K’s retreat from public life. 
K's psychological abnormality is explicitly called upon in several passages. The narrator 
points out how K’s tendency to make fun of himself should be called a “mental illness.” This 
“illness,” the narrator adds, is common to many “Romantiker.” K is even directly compared to 
“sexual deviants” because he seems to derive pleasure from the pain he gives himself through 
this self-mocking. At the same time, his mental illness is explicitly described as a mark that 
differentiates him from “normal people,” marking him as a unique individual. Mental 
abnormality is thus an essential part of K's identity as an artist. 
A related motif that is especially emphasized is that of K's split personality. Besides K's 
own assertion that he sees in the dwarf a sort of Doppelgänger, there are many other explicit 
references to images of the double. K refers to a “tumor with his own face” that is inside of him 
and he wants to strangle, highlighting the morbid nature of this split, and its potentially tragic 
consequences. The youth who is sent to prank K provides another specular image of the writer, 
as K discovers that their opinions agree “to a frightening extent” while discussing Romanticism 
and “Poe, Hoffmann, Baudelaire, and Balzac.” As the narrator explains, once he has admitted to 
being the instigator of this encounter, the youth was conceptualized from the beginning as a sort 
of double, “a parody of K.” 




combination of his mental instability and his aesthetic ideals, expressed as a fatal frustration with 
the demands of his public career as a writer: “What killed him was not the poison of my prank. 
[…] It was the syphilis of the “tumor with his own face” that covered his whole body. Or it was 
simply that his poor heart suffocated just from imagining the Summit of Eternity. Simply that...” 
(SHZ 3:441). To drive the point home that literature was a major factor in K's suicide, the story 
describes him piling up his books (both his own creations and other volumes from his library) to 
use as a stand he can kick under his feet to hang himself. 
Literature is here both the drive towards the Ideal that elevates him above normal people, 
and an inevitable element in his self-destruction, because of its essential conflict with the idea of 
success promoted by the literary market. The image of the prostitute illustrates the economic 
dimension of K's dilemma. For all his claims to being “strange,” K is aware that to be a writer 
means to offer up his art to “people who don't understand anything,” just like the jealous dwarf is 
forced to sell his wife for money. This contradiction is an essential part of his position as artist, 
just like “tumor with his own face” is a part of K, and the only way to overcome it is death. 
The allegorical experiments of “Aojiroi netsujō” and “Kimyō na kobanashi” find full 
expression in one of Satō's best-known works, Den'en no yūutsu, arui wa Yameru sōbi (Gloom in 
the Country or The Sick Rose, Shinchōsha, 1919).23 Building on the motif of the morbid artist, 
the text follows the progressive mental disintegration of an unnamed writer, who has moved to a 
village on the Musashino plain, “a mere fifteen or sixteen miles to the big cities of T, Y and H,” 
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with his wife and two dogs.24 Satō did indeed spend May to December 1916 in the village of 
Nakasato (Kanagawa), with the actress Kawaji Utako, two dogs and a cat, but the work, 
fragmentary and bereft of anything resembling a sustained narrative, has not been subjected to 
readings in an autobiographical mode. Rather, existing scholarship has focused on the text's 
fantastic and dreamy qualities, and its use of motifs from English Romantic authors like 
Wordsworth and Blake.25 Reading Den'en no yūutsu as a ruralist fantasy, however, obscures the 
text’s elaborate exploration of the main character’s visual and aural hallucinations as a space of 
abnormal perception opened up by his morbid relationship (always mediated through art) with 
his environment. 
The story opens with an elaborate gesture towards the classic motif of the retreat to the 
countryside, common in classical Chinese literature, and also abundantly present in pre-modern 
Japan, which possesses its own tradition of hermit literature with examples such as Kamo no 
Chōmei's Hōjōki (An Account of a Ten-Foot Square Hut, 1212). The sight of the house where he 
and his wife will live makes the main character “want to recite the old verse about the hermit's 
home: “Three Paths to the Wild,”” recalling a verse by the Six Dynasties poet Tao Yuanming. 
The village is described as “left behind by the century, forgotten by the world.” 
Soon, however, the fantasy of a peaceful existence in a picturesque countryside is 
exposed as an impossibility. For once, the presence of the metropolis often haunts the 
background of many scenes, be it through the railway that connects the village with Tokyo or 
through the words and thoughts of the wife, a former actress who longs to return to the city. But 
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more importantly, the protagonist finds it impossible to achieve the serene detachment that 
characterizes traditional hermit literature, and continuously wavers between boredom and terror. 
The piece ends without a clear resolution, as the main character feverishly repeats the opening 
line of William Blake's 1794 poem “The Sick Rose”: “Oh, Rose, thou art sick!” 
From the beginning, it is obvious that the characters of Den'en no yūutsu approach the 
natural environment as an artistic experience. They call the house “House in the Reeds” or “Hut 
of the Rainy Moon,” after two famous stories by Ueda Akinari (1734-1809),26 and they compare 
a nearby hill to “a story finely balanced between beginning and ending, in harmony 
unconstrained,” a “sculpture of ancient Greece,” “a woman's lips in a noble, winsome smile” or 
“a tastefully sober kimono of striped crepe.” They look in their environment for a “world of art” 
in which “human labor at work on nature had melted happily into nature.” 
This mediating role of art and literature in the characters' experience of nature is at its 
most conspicuous in the protagonist's relationship with the roses in his garden. The origin of his 
feeling for roses, the “one thing that he loved most dearly,” is found in the fact that “so many 
poets since ancient times have written so many beautiful poems to this flower.” The roses 
become again a metaphor for art itself, because of their privileged position in the poetic 
repertoire. The main character feels drawn to their artistic quality first, and then to their 
characteristics as a feature of nature: 
A commitment to prevailing artistic tradition (inshū) was deeply embedded in his 
personality. In his spirit he had chosen to work in the arts. His artistic disposition, born of 
this cause, had been awakened early. … These things had brought him unconsciously to 
love the rose so much. Before he knew how to pluck spiritual beauty and joy directly 
from nature, he came through the artistic conventions (inshū) of the past to offer his deep 
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love only to this flower. It may have been absurd, but he felt a love even for the word 
rose (SHZ 3:215) 
Locating the origin of the character's love for roses in the word “rose” itself highlights the 
importance of poetry as mediator in the protagonist's relationship with them and with the natural 
environment. “Inshū,” the word in the original that Francis Tenny translates as “tradition,” points 
less to the national or historical implications of “tradition” than to the idea of “convention” or 
“established form.” The roses, then, epitomize the relationship of the character to nature through 
art as form, as the aesthetic mode that shapes his relationship to the world. 
However Den'en no yūutsu does not tell the story of a rococo fantasy of rural bliss. The 
main reason for that is that the protagonist experiences art, and nature lived through art, not as a 
pleasant decorative background, but as a sensory experience that borders on the pathological. 
The main defining feature of the protagonist is his over-sensitivity. From the very beginning of 
the story, he is described as “a machine too acutely sensitive to be held captive [in the city] – far 
too sensitive indeed,” and as possessing a spirit and mood “oversensitive like the sea, elusive like 
the wind.” This hypersensitivity manifests itself both as an obsessive attention to fine changes in 
the weather and landscape, and an amplified reaction to the most minute sensory stimuli. It is 
“queer, delicate, uselessly minute forms of beauty” what he considers “most congenial to his 
own state of nerves.” 
This feature of the main character is presented as a two-edged sword. Reading Mori 
Ōgai's translation of the First Part of Faust (Fuzanbō, 1913), the main character finds “an apt 
critique of his present life” in the words spoken by Mephistopheles in the “Forest and Cavern” 
scene: “To put it briefly, I have not grudged your tasting of these self-deluding pleasures. / But 




merrily in madness or drearily in cowardice” (SHZ 3:354-355). His hypersensitivity is necessary 
for him to achieve his artistic experience of the natural environment, but at the same time it 
opens the door for disturbing and downright terrifying experiences: “There did not seem to be 
any necessarily close connection between the visual illusions and imaginings on the one hand 
and the noise hallucinations on the other. Although the noise hallucinations were generally 
pleasing to him, the visual illusions of expansion and contraction at one leap from infinitely large 
to infinitely small he found ominous and tormenting. Those mysterious, morbid apparitions 
became more intense each night, he felt” (SHZ 3:249). 
Illusions and hallucinations are both made possible by the character's hypersensitivity, his 
particular relationship to his environment made possible by the mediation of art. Their results 
can be pleasing or tormenting, but they share the same growing intensity as sensory events. In 
both directions, they share a morbid quality, an excess that spills over the limits of the normal 
and makes possible this artistic experience of the everyday. 
The different abnormal experiences appear narrativized in multiple ways. Some are 
presented with a tinge of the supernatural, like the scene where the protagonist sees a mysterious 
“dark shadow” approaching him as he is walking his dogs. Not only does the shadow disappear 
inexplicably all of a sudden, but it also speaks with a voice identical to the main character's and 
is able to call his dogs to him. Even though the wife offers a perfectly logical explanation for the 
event, the protagonist cannot but think of “various literary allusions to sleepwalking” and fears 
he has split in “two identical selves” or run into his Doppelgänger. Another time, the sounds of 
the train in the night summon the image of a friend “leaning alone at a train window,” and 
devolve into a vision of the character believing it is himself who is riding that train, in an image 




yet fascinating story by Poe” (SHZ 3:247). 
Other times, the connection with mental pathologies is made explicitly. A day of violent 
wind prompts a series of childhood memories in the character that include several sensory 
experiences bordering on the hallucinatory, and make him wonder if he hadn't been “neurotic” 
since he was five or six. On another occasion, his obsessive interest in drawing up plans for 
labyrinthine houses is described as that of a “mad artist absorbed in painting arabesque designs, 
innocently and intently, in solitary confinement:” 
On his desk the pages of the books he was not reading, could not read, lay exposed to his 
eyes. He found the writing without meaning. Sometimes he would take out his big 
dictionary. He would look up the most unusual words. With his tired mind and body he 
could not read a sentence as an organic whole formed from a group of words. Instead he 
could call up idle fancies for each word. He thought he could see their spirit vividly, the 
spirit of language. He thought then that words were something indescribably wondrous. 
There was a deeply divine character to words, he felt. Words, one by one of themselves, 
were already fragments of human life. […] When he grew tired of words, he took 
pleasure in learning from the minute pictures in his dictionary about things he had never 
seen nor imagined before: a fish, an animal, grass, a tress, an insect, a species of marine 
life, various household utensils, weapons, various implements used since ancient times to 
punish criminals, boats and various devices for their rigging, and building sections. There 
were varied hints in the trivial shapes of these instruments and in the animals and plants. 
He felt that these man-made devices were, like the power of words, brimming with the 
thoughts, the life, the dreams of mankind – but only in fragments. Just then the life of his 
mind had only the strength appropriate for thinking about these fragments. 
Sometimes late at night at the end of these fancies he wrote something like poetry. That 
night he would convince himself that it was very superior verse. When he awoke the next 
morning and first looked at the paper, though, it was nothing more than a line of 
meaningless letters. (SHZ 3:219) 
The protagonist’s relationship to nature as form, through the mediation of art, brings a 
fragmentation of experience. Images become “trivial shapes,” single words can conjure up “idle 
fancies.” Sensations are segmented into discrete units, codified as aesthetic experiences, freed 
from any connection to any meaning outside themselves. These experiences prompt the creation 




has awoken from his aesthetic vision. 
This description of the fragmentation of language as an organic whole brings to mind 
Paul Bourget's famous definition of “decadent style” in his essay on Baudelaire: “A decadent 
style is one in which the unity of the book falls apart, replaced by the independence of the page, 
where the page decomposes to make way for the independence of the sentence, and the sentence 
makes way for the word. There are innumerable examples in current literature to corroborate this 
hypothesis and justify this analogy.”27 While it is ambiguous to what extent the main character 
in Den'en no yūutsu can be considered successful as an artist, it seems clear that his aesthetic 
experiments are not only expressions of his individual pathological state, but also deploy images 
and principles with a clear connection to 19th-century European decadent literature. The 
emphasis on the fragmentation of language could be simultaneously a symptom of the character's 
disintegrating identity, and a feature of the decadent aesthetics through which he has chosen to 
experience the world. 
Den'en no yūutsu explores to its last consequences the confluence of the ideal of art as an 
auto-telic activity with a conception of mental abnormality as a door to unique aesthetic 
experience. The protagonist’s final descent into madness does not indicate the failure of this 
aesthetic project, but rather its fatal culmination. In an artistic program that prizes abnormal 
experience, fatigue and even insanity become in a sense the culmination of the artist’s existence, 
the proof that he is willing to pursue art as a life-changing experience no matter the cost. 
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3.5 Art in the Times of the Market Economy 
“Tokai no yūutsu” (“Gloom in the City,” Fujin kōron, January-December 1922) is a 
sequel of sorts to Den'en no yūutsu. As the shared title structure suggests, both texts have the 
same main character, given the name Ozawa Mineo in “Tokai no yūutsu.” The action is set two 
months after Ozawa has returned to the metropolis, and is trying to eke out a living as a writer as 
his wife continues her career in acting. The text opens again with a description of their dwelling 
(in this case a one-story house on a hillside called Ghost Hill that sunlight never reaches), but the 
general tone of the piece is very different, focusing on Ozawa's struggling relationship with his 
family and wife, and his inability to integrate himself in the urban economy.  
Even though the dreary city winter has dulled Ozawa's hypersensitive experiences, he 
seems to have incorporated his aesthetics of morbidity into his own person. A friend who is a 
Western-style painter finds him so “pictorial” he offers to paint a portrait of him in blue and 
black: 
He knew why people said things like that. The stagnant, turbid, chilly atmosphere of his 
house exuded into the street and affected passersby. The exhaustion of his spirit, showing 
wretchedly on his face, attracted the attention even of strangers. “Life in your house is a 
novel.” “I'll paint your face using blues and blacks as basic colors.” Those words had the 
same effect on his nervous state as if he had been told. “Your whole life is an interesting 
case of decay... because you are a defeated person.” Although he thought that it was a 
warped view, he had to admit it was natural for someone to find that failing in him. (SHZ 
4:149)28 
The experiences of Den'en no yūutsu have shaped the protagonist as the image of “decay.” 
Exhausted by the continuous excitement of his nerves and senses, like Mephistopheles warned in 
the quote from Faust that the character reads in the previous work, Ozawa embodies the artist 
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who has paid with his health, both mental and physical, for the privilege of accessing the 
aesthetic world opened to him by art. 
Again, the reference to decadence must not necessarily be taken as negative, especially 
when it is linked to art. In an article published the same year, “Dekadan ni taisuru awatadashii 
ichi kōsatsu” (“A hurried observation on the Decadent,” Junsei bijutsu, no. 6, 1922), Satō speaks 
in these terms of the aesthetics of decadence: “What is decadent? It is what is not healthy. That 
which is ill in its very life. And it is in illness that we often find sparkles of something superior to 
health. In the criminal and the insane we can see how the truth of humanity is openly magnified 
and manifested, even if it's only one side of it. […] The true decadence is in the phosphorescence 
that a rotten spirit emits” (SHZ 19:144-145). In the same way that art promised to open the path 
for the creation of the “best self,” mental illness, exemplified by “the criminal and the insane,” 
makes visible the “truth of humanity” that a conventional healthy life will obscure. “Decay” is 
here a more truthful depiction of Ozawa and his experience, both in the countryside and in the 
city. 
However, artistic authenticity does not seem to help the protagonist to function as a son, 
or as a productive member of society. By all accounts, Ozawa's family had been as 
understanding as could be expected up to that point. Even though he came from a long line of 
doctors, his father had realized that his inclinations lay elsewhere, and allowed him to pursue the 
study of literature, as long as he became a scholar. Ozawa, however, “believed scholar and artist 
were different things for him,” and decided to give up on academic education to pursue his art. 
Ozawa’s father is displeased with him because of his “lack of purpose and decision” [hakushi 
jakkō], but, being “cultured” and “not completely without understanding of literary things,” he is 




produces might have a source of value in itself: 
What work are you doing? Even if you are doing something, I wouldn’t know whether it 
had any value. I don’t understand the arts or literature. If you were going to school, I 
could tell your progress by your academic record and promotions, or, if you were doing 
something that was being discussed in the world and it was recognized by the 
intellectuals, there would be a way for me through those intellectuals to gain confidence 
in your talent. (SHZ 4:155) 
The underlying conflict here is between competing definitions of artistic value. The father 
expects validation of his son’s art through the opinions of intellectuals, who would legitimize its 
value as an object worthy of discussion. He understands artistic value within an institutional 
framework that can vouch for the value of a successful artist’s work. Ozawa, on the other hand, 
sees an essential difference between the artist and the scholar, in that the second can never reach 
the first’s unique morbid experience of the world. 
What is more, Ozawa perceives himself, and is perceived by others as well, as somebody 
who is completely “useless” for productive work. When he asks friends for help in finding a 
profession nobody takes him seriously, saying “but you're an artist by nature,” an explanation he 
quickly adopts to explain why he is unemployable (SHZ 4:159). The difference between 
institutional value and artistic value is projected on the artist as well, who is understood as an 
individual incapable of producing any value beyond himself. Unlike in “Utsukushiki machi,” 
however, in “Tokai no yūutsu” the essential incompatibility of the artist and the modern 
capitalist labor market does not become a source of alternative value that creates the possibility 
for a utopian space. Ozawa experiences his economic worthlessness with less pride than anxiety. 
The relationship of the protagonist with an older writer named Emori Shozan offers an 
illustration of this precarious position of the writer within the industrial economy.29 Shozan is 
                                                 




presented from the start as a “failure.” A Naturalist who stayed true to his aesthetic project even 
when “the literary trends (indistinguishable from popular fashion, groundless and changeable)” 
moved in a different direction, Shozan is ridiculed behind his back by younger writers, and the 
only reason Ozawa associates with him is that he is the only literary acquaintance he has left, 
after his voluntary exile to the countryside. 
Even though Shozan is Ozawa’s only friend, Ozawa shows little more than contempt for 
Shozan until he happens to read Shozan’s story “O-yone” (“O-yone”) in the magazine Junkyō 
(Martyrdom).30 In the work of Shozan, Ozawa discovers “the ideas of a little Tolstoy […] set 
into the plot of a little Zola. Shozan had written with all the freshness at his command, but for the 
literary establishment it was three years – just three years too late...” (SHZ 4: 183). Admiring 
Shozan’s literary prowess, not only does Ozawa gain a newfound respect for the old writer, but, 
more importantly, it is the experience of reading “O-yone” that motivates him to take up the pen 
again and start writing “A Tale of the Rose That Will Bloom,” which is probably to be 
understood as a metafictional reference to Satō writing Den'en no yūutsu. 
However, “Tokai no yūutsu” precludes the possibility of reading it like “Aojiroi netsujō” 
as a tale of artistic awakening. Shozan ends up in the hospital, poor and destitute, forced to sell 
his only precious possession (a personal letter from Sōseki himself – an object that symbolically 
marks him as part of the literary world) just to survive a few more days. To drive the point that 
Ozawa may end up suffering a sad end like Shozan’s, in the very last scene of the story the 
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30 According to Nakamura Miyoshi, the story is supposed to represent Ezure Shason's piece “O-hama,” which 
appeared in the journal Hankyō (Echo) in March 1915. See “Satō Haruo Tokai no yūutsu no shikō,” in Nakamura 
Miyoshi, Matsumura Tomomi (eds.), Mita bungaku no keifu: Hinotani Teruhiko kyōju kanreki kinen ronbunshū, 




protagonist is almost run over by a car on the street. “Hey! Watch out. People get hit and killed 
like that,” he mutters (SHZ 4:230). If Ozawa awakens to anything in “Tokai no yūutsu,” it is to 
his condition of outsider in the economy of the literary field, and to his essential inability to 
participate in it as an artist. The story retains a certain utopian understanding of art, as a 
privileged medium through which Ozawa can touch “Shozan's heart in perfect harmony” (SHZ 
4:229), but whatever Shozan writes (and, by implication, the same could be said for Ozawa) is 
doomed to be “too late” for the literary scene. The value of Ozawa (and Shozan’s) artistic 
authenticity remains out of synch both with the institutional values that the protagonist’s father 
represents, and also with the internal economic logic of the fashions of the literary scene. 
The topic of the artist as outcast in the modern artistic economy appears again in the story 
“F.O.U.” (Chūō kōron, January 1926). Foregrounding the defining mental abnormality of the 
artist, the title, which means “mad” in French, points ostensibly to Ishino Makio, a Japanese 
painter who lives in Paris.31 Ishino is detained by the police for taking a ride in a Rolls Royce 
that was not his, and, after it is determined that he is not mentally sound, he is put in a mental 
asylum, where he is visited by his friend Inagaki Senkichi, and his lover Florence de Tarne. Once 
he is discharged, the story presents in several vignettes how Ishino is gradually estranged from 
his wife and family back in Japan, and how he spends all his money traveling and painting. 
When Florence leaves him, Ishino ends up living in poverty above a friend's bistro, waiting for 
her to come back. He ends up killing himself by an overdose of sleeping pills. A posthumous 
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exhibition of his works (all portraits of Florence in various guises) becomes a great success in 
Paris. 
While presenting in a very straightforward way the figure of the mad artist, the story 
repeatedly emphasizes the social and economic dimension of his mental abnormality. The police 
interrogation includes some of the most unambiguous political positioning of a Satō character. 
Asked bluntly if he has been ever told that he is “mentally different from others, that is, 
abnormal?,”32 Ishino replies that he has sometimes been called abnormal, and even “crazy,” and 
that his difference has made him wonder if he is Japanese or not. Ishino's fantasy of being 
probably “Chinese from some flourishing period there, like the Tang dynasty” could be 
dismissed as simple exoticism, but the painter directly connects the fact to the Japanese 
government sending a squad of soldiers to arrest him because he “disliked being Japanese.” 
While it is hinted at in the text that this specific episode is probably just a paranoid hallucination 
of the artist, it is significant that he chooses to narrativize his own life in opposition to official 
ideology, saying that he escaped to hide in “a village that was traditionally loathed and scorned 
for no good reason” (implying a buraku), and that his fear of being killed stemmed from having 
seen his uncle stoned to death for “some antiwar statements” (SHZ 5:348-349).33  Ishino 
understands his own abnormality in opposition to the model of the Japanese citizen that the Meiji 
state attempted to create. Against the ideals of hygiene and national homogeneity, he connects 
his morbid qualities to outcast discrimination and political dissent. 
In more general terms, Ishino's penniless existence in Paris is described in the text in 
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contrast to conventional middle-class taste and economic practices. His lack of money is said to 
produce an “impression of nobility,” and his existence is explicitly qualified as “a figure of irony 
against society.” This contrast manifests itself as well in the reduced number of people who 
actually appreciate the value of his art. The “aroma” of Ishino's dignity is described as being “not 
for the common man,” because it requires a nose “free of the stench of material things.” Felix, 
the bistro owner who lodges him in his final days, is able to appreciate Ishino's value only 
because he is an “eccentric” (kawarimono) whose restaurant attracts “poets and artists, and 
prostitutes as well.” The painter's poverty, just like his mental abnormality, seems to be then not 
a by-product of his unique personality, but also a pre-condition for his unique creative sensibility. 
Engagement with the “stench of material things” such as money would endanger the artistic 
“nobility” that he embodies by being poor. 
Like Shozan and Ozawa in “Tokai no yūutsu,” Ishino is doomed to a tragic ending by his 
essential inability to participate in the economy of art. His demise is inevitable, because his 
“nobility can't last forever on this earth” (SHZ 5:366). Ishino, however, is unproblematically 
incorporated by the very same economic system after his death. His posthumous exhibition, 
supported by those “who understand the new art,” is a success, and the praises of the critic that 
writes the foreword to the exhibition catalogue are quoted in the Journal de Paris and cause “a 
sensation.” There is no trace of the anxiety that permeates “Tokai no yūutsu” in this ending, as 
the morbidity of the genius that so troubled Ozawa here fascinates the mass media and the 
audience of Ishino’s exhibition. 
In this sense, “F.O.U.” offers a certain conclusion to the conflict experienced by the 
artists in the stories examined in this section. The artist's abnormality and his alienation from the 




to the works ignored by the public while alive. The fact that Ishino is the only character that can 
achieve this resolution, and has to die to attain it, points to the essential contradiction at the heart 
of the morbid genius narrative as an unstable space from which to claim a mode of artistic 
expression predicated in the unique abnormal experience of the artist, and to participate at the 
same time in a literary field mediated by critics, publishers and public. 
 
3.6 Colonial Space and the Limits of the Cosmopolitan Artist 
Satō's trip to Taiwan and Fujian in the summer of 1920 marks a turning point in his 
intense engagement with the motif of the morbid artist and his understanding of the utopian 
potential of artistic activity. For all his affectations of cosmopolitanism and engagement with 
Western culture, Satō had never left Japan before. His experiences in southeastern China and 
especially in the island of Taiwan (a colony of Japan since the 1895 Treaty of Shimonoseki) 
added an extra layer of complexity to his understanding of the artist's position in the modern 
economy, forcing him to navigate a new web of relationships when dealing with Chinese local 
elites, Japanese colonial officials and “uncivilized” aboriginal peoples.  
The trip was partly motivated by the desire to get away from the “Odawara Incident.” 
Satō had recently broken off relations with his former close friend Tanizaki Jun’ichirō, when 
Tanizaki reneged on his promise of divorcing his wife Chiyo so she could marry Satō.34 
According to his 1936 piece “Kano hito natsu no ki” (“A record of that summer”), the trip was 
prompted by a conversation with an old friend from middle school, Higashi Kiichi. Talking to 
Higashi, who had established a very successful dental practice in Southern Taiwan, Satō felt how 
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“the vision of an unknown southern land appeared” before him, and decided to visit the island 
(SHZ 21:224). Between July 5 and October 15 of the same year, he visited Taipei, Tainan, 
Taizhong, Jiayi, Musha and Lugang, among other locations, and met a wide array of colonial 
officials and local intellectuals.35 
The trip provided Satō with materials for half a dozen pieces, ranging from mystery 
fiction to journalistic travel writing, that appeared in several magazines from 1925 on and were 
collected in a 1936 volume titled Musha.36 The choice of title most probably seeks to feed off 
the public interest in the notorious “Musha incident” of October 27, 1930, when a group of over 
a thousand Atayal tribesmen attacked a sports festival and killed 134 Japanese colonists.37 The 
Japanese army retaliated against the Atayal with an extensive military campaign that included 
the use of poison gas. Prior to the incident, the village and its inhabitants had been considered 
one of the “success stories” of the Japanese colonization of the aboriginal territories. 
Perhaps because it is so easy to superimpose the biographical circumstances of Satō and 
the narrators of his Taiwanese stories (both being Japanese visitors on the island, with similar 
aesthetic taste and intellectual background), many of the critical studies written on these texts 
tend to assign a special privilege to the first person voice and take his statements at face value, 
somehow equating his assertions with the message of the story. The texts, however, contain 
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enough markers for the reader to problematize the narrator's world view and question most of his 
assertions about the events he describes. I would argue that, while it is true that Satō’s writings 
exploit all the exotic mystery of the “unknown southern land” vision that prompted his trip, the 
main subject of these stories is actually the shocking effect that the encounter with the colonized 
world has on a metropolitan artist. This shock lays bare the fragility of the artist's self-
understanding as an individual with a unique morbid sensibility, because it foregrounds his 
imbrication in the imperialist project, and the bourgeois world he is trying to separate himself 
from. 
The travelogue “Musha” (Kaizō, March 1925) tells of a visit to the mountain village of 
the same name. As could be expected from a piece that was first published in a left-leaning 
journal such as Kaizō, it contains several scenes that can be read as criticisms of the state-driven 
modernization and colonization project of the island. One of the sections, for instance, reports an 
incident of violence between Saramao natives and colonists, and reflects on the fact that, for all 
the paternalist propaganda that calls both naichijin and gaichijin sons and daughters of the same 
Japanese Empire, it is only colonists who are referred to as “Nihonjin” and natives are always 
mentioned with hostility. Another section shows the humorous misunderstandings produced by 
the misguided attempts to educate the natives as imperial subjects, using concepts totally alien to 
their world. The narrator expresses “pity both for the people who had to teach this and for those 
they had to teach it to” (SHZ 5: 126). Scenes like this come across as side jabs at the hypocrisy 
of imperialist propaganda regarding race relations within the Empire, and at the futility of the 
cultural assimilation process, exemplified in the pointlessness of the educational project of 
colonialism. They are modest attempts at using memorable vignettes to undermine the 





There are also more explicit references to the violence of Japanese colonialism. A 
conversation with an ethnographer on the mutilation of the corpse of a pilot at the hands of the 
natives stops very close to a direct denunciation: 
That time, Mr. M told me gloomily that if the natives kill somebody it's never out of a 
murderous desire, but because of some religious superstition that requires them to take a 
head. If it were possible to take somebody's head without killing them, they would do it. 
He had never encountered anything in their ancient customs that would drive them to 
meaningless cruelty such as slicing open a pregnant woman's belly or cutting off the 
sexual organs of a dead male. They didn't learn that from their ancestors. Those new 
barbaric customs they learned from a certain people that came from afar. (SHZ 5: 138)38 
Describing supposedly barbarian violence as learned from “certain people that came from afar,” 
is an adept way to invert and undermine the narrative of civilization, in which barbarians lose 
their inhuman ways through contact with enlightened societies. Satō had already used the same 
motif in extended form in his allegorical story “Machō” (“Demon Bird,” Chūō kōron, October 
1923), in order to discuss in an oblique way the mass killings of Koreans and general political 
repression after the Great Kantō Earthquake of September 1, 1923.39 
The most interesting scenes, however, are those where the narrator is set up to have his 
expectations subverted by the reality he encounters, such as in one of the opening sections: 
The mountain road to Musha was about 3 km long. […] The landscape was just like in 
the mainland, and deeper in the woods one could even see the leaves turning red. At 
times you would run into natives coming down in groups of threes and fives. They were 
all in native garb and let their hair grow disheveled, but one of them was wearing a hat. It 
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was a military cap like the ones rickshaw pullers wear in the mainland. But there was 
something else that caught my attention. This man hadn't been infected by civilization 
(bunmeibyō ni kakatta) only in his fashion sense. The bridge of his nose had fallen off, 
and there was only an ugly hole left in the middle of his face. I was surprised to find a 
syphilitic man among the natives. As I passed, looking at him, he took off his cap and 
greeted me in accented Japanese. (SHZ 5:122) 
The passage opens with an apparent bucolic description of the natural environment. There is less 
exoticism than domestication here, as the commonalities with Japan are stressed, and the text 
focuses on the stereotypical changing colors of the foliage. The encounter with the natives, 
however, far from adding a picturesque touch to the scene, turns instead into something else 
when the familiar sight of a man in a military cap shows the results of a syphilis infection. 
Inverting the hygienic discourse of the colonial project, he is not a “civilized savage” but a man 
“infected by civilization” (bunmeibyō). To drive the point home, the noseless man is the only one 
that appears to speak Japanese, albeit accented, highlighting again for good measure his 
connection to the metropolis. The passage sets the scene for the rest of the piece, leaving very 
little space for exoticizing sentimentality. 
The narrator comes across for most of the narrative as an independent observer, 
affectionate towards the natives and concerned with the effects of the colonial administration 
upon their lives. Towards the end of the piece, however, after the traveler is back in Taizhong, a 
dialog with a colonial police officer seems to bring a new twist to his position in the story.  
In Taizhong, I was invited to a dinner at the local police station. The conversation turned 
to native violence. Someone who had just returned from patrolling the area say they 
should bring in military planes to mow down the highlanders. They all agreed excitedly. 
Looking straight at me, he continued: “Some travelers from the mainland come for a brief 
tour of the mountains and may think that the natives are this poetical creatures one must 
protect, but let me tell you that right now they are the biggest problem the colonial 
administration has to deal with.” I felt unqualified to respond to those words, and couldn't 
muster but a weak meaningless smile as they all laughed boisterously around me. (SHZ 
5: 137). 




problem responding to the words of the policeman, and yet he feels “unqualified” to respond to 
them with anything but a weak smile. The narrator is here set up in a scene that points out the 
blind spots of his own perspective, as a visitor from the mainland with a “poetic” sympathy for 
the natives. Positioned as one of the last sections of the work, the scene provides a powerful 
destabilizing effect on the image of enlightened traveler that the narrator has painstakingly 
constructed throughout the rest of the piece. 
The scene must have been especially important for Satō's fictional reworkings of his 
Taiwan experience, because it is repeated in very similar terms in the later, more journalistic text, 
“Shokuminchi no tabi” (“A trip to the colony,” Chūō Kōron, September and October 1932). 
Again the police officer complains about the romanticized view of the natives as “poetic,” and 
the narrator fails to produce any serious attempt at a rebuttal (SHZ 27:69). 
More explicitly, “Shokuminchi no tabi” includes a dialog (through a local interpreter) 
with a certain Lin Xiongwei, who is but a thinly fictionalized version of Lin Xiantang (1881-
1956), one of the leaders of the Taiwan Bunka Kyōkai (Taiwanese Cultural Association), an 
organization founded in 1921 that demanded local autonomy for the island.40 During their 
conversation, after assuring the traveler that the Chinese in Taiwan trust the Japanese 
government and people “a hundred and twenty per cent,” Lin expresses his disgust at the the 
assimilation policy (dōka) that the colonial administration is implementing in Taiwan, and 
pointedly asks his interlocutor if he agrees or not with it. The narrator attempts to deflect the 
question by claiming that he is more interested in what is common in humankind than in 
whatever local cultural differences there may be. The way to remove the root of the problem is to 
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trust that “the fraternity of human camaraderie” will overcome the tendency to think of Japanese 
and Taiwanese as different groups (SHZ 27:98). Unfazed by this appeal to brotherly universal 
love, Lin denounces the position of his visitor as complicit with the colonial exploitation of the 
island. The piece ends without a convincing rebuttal by the narrator, who is left with the 
unsettling feeling that his interlocutor had “dealt a fatal blow to my arguments” (SHZ 27:99). 
More than the scene with the police officer in Taizhong, the dialog with Lin Xiongwei 
has an unsettling effect for the position of the narrator. Positioned again at the very end of the 
text, it powerfully counteracts the persona of the narrator as detached but well-meaning observer, 
and makes obvious the fact that he is also deeply embedded in the colonial system that he 
imagined he was contemplating from a separate vantage point provided by his cultured 
cosmopolitanism. This is not to say that Satō's writings on Taiwan can be considered subversive, 
for there is no articulated alternative once the narrator is made aware of his own blind spots, only 
silence. Still, the focus remains on the conflicted position of the mainland artist that is suddenly 
made aware of his own role in the cultural politics of colonial oppression. 
Among Satō's Taiwan-inspired works, “Jokaisen kitan” (“The Tale of the Bridal Fan,” 
Josei, May 1925) is perhaps the story that dramatizes in the most complex way the impact that 
the encounter with the violence of colonial reality has on the self-image of the cosmopolitan 
metropolitan artist. The story opens with its main character and narrator, a Japanese writer 
stationed in Taiwan, visiting the ruins of an old Dutch fortification at Anping, near Tainan. The 
narrator is accompanied by a local friend he calls Segaimin.41 While looking around the fort, 
they decide to explore an abandoned mansion and they hear a mysterious female voice inside. 
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Later, they learn from a local that what they heard was the voice of a ghost. The mansion had 
been the seat of the Shin, a powerful merchant family whose fortunes took a dramatic turn when 
all of their ships sunk in the sea in the same night. The ruin of the family put an end to the 
wedding plans of the heiress, who then went insane and died in the mansion. 
Segaimin seems inclined to believe the supernatural explanation, but the main character 
thinks what they heard must have been a real woman who was waiting for her lover. Several 
days later, Segaimin visits the narrator with the news that a young man has been found after he 
hanged himself inside the abandoned mansion. Apparently it was the prophetic dream of a local 
merchant's daughter that prompted the discovery of the body. Suspicious again of the paranormal 
explanation, the narrator decides to visit the alleged visionary and confront her, hoping to reveal 
her actual implication in the case. When the interview finally takes place, however, it is 
discovered that it was not the merchant's daughter who had been in the mansion, but her personal 
servant who used the abandoned house to meet with her lover. The story appears to have reached 
a satisfying conclusion once the mystery of the ghostly voice is solved, but there is still a key 
coda to the text. Some days later, the servant who had confessed to having been at the mansion 
commits suicide, ostensibly to avoid being married off by her master to a Japanese man. 
Faye Yuan Kleeman calls Segaimin a “straw man,” created to “counter, however feebly, 
the narrator's self-assured discourse on the history and culture of a conquered other.”42 Indeed, 
when his opinions are quoted on matters of aesthetics, it is regularly to highlight by contrast the 
narrator’s own ideas and analysis of the events they witnessed together, but that does not mean 
that the narrator's discourse is presented unproblematically in the work. From the very beginning 
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of the story, the narrator does not fail to state that his perspective follows a very specific agenda, 
determined by his particular aesthetics of decadence, and gives enough hints as to what a 
different view of the events might turn out to be. While his local friend is unmistakably 
interested in tracing the history behind the places they visit, the main character chooses to look 
for a different side of the landscape they traverse together: 
People speak of the beauty of old ruins. I myself had earlier had some glimmering of the 
notion. I understood it for the first time in all its immediacy, however, when I visited 
Anping. It is not an old town, but it has known much history, indeed the history of the 
island: the grand schemes of the Dutch, the exploits of Coxinga, and, more recently, the 
attempts of Ryū Eifuku43 to hold Formosa against the Japanese – they all had to do with 
this harbor. I do not propose to discuss these matters here, nor am I capable of doing so, 
however the case may be with that poet and antiquarian, Segaimin. I was not struck by 
the ruins of Anping because of their historical connotations. (SHZ 5:149)44 
At the same time that he denies his interest in the historical past of the site, the narrator gives the 
reader the cues needed to understand the significance of Fort Zeelandia as the opening landscape 
of the story. What is more, it does not limit the historical reference to the distant past, 
represented here by the mentions of the Dutch colonization in the 17th century and of Coxinga, 
or Zheng Chenggong, who conquered the fortress in 1662 to put an effective end to European 
colonial presence on the island, but it also touches on the events of 1895, when Taiwan was 
ceded to Japan by the Qing Empire. Simple exoticism would have stopped with vague references 
to an undetermined distant past, without delving into their connections to the history of the island 
as battleground of empires. 
This split in perspective allows the reader to understand that there is much that the 
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narrator is intentionally ignoring. Also, it makes clear that what he is drawn to is determined by 
his skewed perspective on the island. His descriptions of the setting are clearly presented as the 
unilateral superposition of his own decadent aesthetics on the landscape. The way to Anping, for 
instance, “led, as is the way in tropical lands, through lushness and the smell of verdure; and yet 
I have it in my memory as a place of withered grasses.” (SHZ 5:149) Even if the narrator's 
memory is colored emotionally with the hues of decay, he still recognizes that the actual 
landscape must have been a lush tropical verdure. Impervious to the opulence of the setting, the 
narrator’s gaze is set from the very beginning upon finding, or creating, the “beauty of ruins,” an 
idea that he claims to have understood “in all its immediacy” upon visiting Anping, where 
anyone “whatever his fund of knowledge, would, I am sure, have felt as I did. Anyone with a 
heart for such things would have found an eerie, haunting beauty in those decaying streets.” 
(SHZ 5:149) 
The description of the abandoned fort glides seamlessly into “a kind of interior landscape” 
where the psyche of the narrator takes over without any pretense of objectivity: 
A sea that quite drank in the light, under the white blaze of the noonday sun. Little wave 
crests piling row upon row all the way to the horizon. Water the color of a muddy freshet, 
and a little boat tossed upon it. A scene of violent action, and yet an utterly silent one. 
Sometimes there would be a dull, hot gust of wind, like the breath of a malaria patient. 
The scene came to me with a certain nightmarish quality, inverted, portentous. More than 
once since I stood thus looking over the waste, I have been assaulted, after a night of 
drinking, with just such a nightmare of a seaside waste. (SHZ 5:150) 
The narrator finds in the ruins of Anping a suitable backdrop to explore the aesthetic possibilities 
of images of decay and their ability to connect with these silent nightmarish inner layers of the 
human mind. Even though the narrator does not explicitly claim to suffer from any symptoms of 
mental abnormality, his mode of aesthetic enjoyment of the landscape is certainly based on 




particularly-attuned senses. It is not difficult to hear in this passage echoes of the aesthetic of 
decadence that Satō explored in Den’en no yūutsu and other works discussed in this chapter.  
It is worth noting that, while it may use a language that recalls the social Darwinist 
inspired rhetoric used to justify imperialism as “natural” competition between nations for 
survival, the decadent aesthetics of the narrator do not necessarily imply a negative moral 
evaluation of their object. Later, responding to Segaimin's elegiac musings on the lost glories of 
the port town, the narrator points out that “while one thing is decaying, something stronger and 
more vital is using the decay to come to life, like mushrooms in rotten wood” (SHZ 5:165). The 
narrator clearly understands the aesthetics of decay as a process of artistic creation, a sort of 
vitalism of the morbid, a re-appropriation of that which is discarded and stigmatized by 
conventional bourgeois sensibilities.  
The narrator's re-evaluation of the rejected extends also to the moral arena, as seen in his 
fantasy about the new occupants of the abandoned mansion: 
And I thought of an ignorant and dissolute maiden from the hovels of Baldhead Bay. 
Urged on by instincts that would not be denied, she ventured into the house of the terrible 
legend. She forgot how another maiden had died long ago on that magnificent bed. She 
held in her hand a fan that carried admonitions for proper women, she fondled it and 
turned it over, and with it she cooled her lover, damp in the sweat from her body. I am 
not concerned here with good and evil. I am speaking of the farther shore, beyond good 
and evil. (SHZ 5:172) 
The image of the rotting corpse of the mad maiden, clutching a fan engraved with the principles 
of Confucian morality, is used here to highlight the animalistic energy of the two lovers and their 
transgression. Instincts take over in an almost heroic manner and, defying both traditional 
superstitions about haunted houses and conventional sexual morality, appear triumphant in the 
image of the two low-class lovers, drenched in sweat, on the luxurious bed of a once glorious 




setting, seems enough to propel them to the “farther shore,” beyond moral judgment in the 
orthodox sense, as the Nieztschean quote that ends the passage implies. 
Once the story has reached its first apparent conclusion and the narrator’s interpretation 
seems to have been proved correct, however, the first cracks in his aesthetic project begin to 
appear: 
And so that abandoned house proved to some extent interesting. It was a time when 
nothing interested me, and a passing interest was remarkable. I carried three figures in my 
mind: the man of heroic proportions who founded the Shin family; the demented woman 
who thought forever of the morrow; and – what shall I call her? - the maiden whose 
wildness carried her to the farther shore, quite beyond convention. I liked to think about 
them. I even thought of putting them into a movie scenario, and I thought of possible 
titles: “The Bride of Death,” “The Red Moth.” But I did nothing. Did nothing or could do 
nothing? In any case they remained in my imagination. It is strange that I thought about 
them. Perhaps that is their significance, that I should think about them. (SHZ 5:172) 
Reflecting upon his role as storyteller, the narrator seems to find grounds for nothing but doubt 
about his position. He does indeed have strong readings for the three stories that he has heard of 
or imagined. The Shin family founder is described as “heroic,” the last daughter of the family is 
“demented” and the unseen source of the mysterious voice represents “wildness.” However, this 
results only in a clear impotence, or maybe even reluctance, to turn his reading of the events into 
a story. Considered together with the fact that he never gets around to writing up his 
investigations around the abandoned mansion, even if he recognizes they would make for a 
“rather sensational story.” The narrator cannot seem to bring himself to turn these tales into 
material for mass consumption, as a newspaper article or a movie scenario. Instead, he seems to 
find their “significance” in the simple fact that he should think about them, as if aware that there 
is more to the story than what his fascination for the aesthetics of the morbid let him realize. 
The very end of the story seems to point in this same direction, making more explicit the 





I went to the office after several days' absence and heard of a story a colleague had 
picked up from the police: a sixteen-year-old maid in the house of Kō the rice dealer had 
killed herself by eating a large quantity of poppy seeds. She had not wished to marry the 
man whom her master had picked for her in Japan. Orphaned young, she had been reared 
by these neighbors, the family of the rice merchant. The reporter who wrote the story put 
this emphasis on the girl's reluctance to go to Japan, a stand which he found lamentable. 
The young girl of the abandoned house, the young girl whose voice I heard twice but of 
whom I was finally to have no glimpse – I feel now that she must have been very 
different from the girl of my imagination. (SHZ 5:176) 
This is the last paragraph of the story and it comes straight after the narrator’s visit to the 
merchant’s daughter. As Kōno Tatsuya points out, it is reasonable to interpret that it is precisely 
the narrator's visit that prompts the maid's suicide.45 The fact that her lover committed suicide 
alone seems to indicate that she had decided to leave him and accept the proposed marriage with 
a Japanese man. Otherwise, a double suicide would have been a far more effective way to 
express their love and resolution to stay together in spite of her employer's plans for her. The 
maid that the narrator visits, then, had been resolved to leave her lover and go to Japan to marry. 
Until the moment, that is, when the narrator appears with the fan. Prompted by guilt or remorse, 
the maid decides to abandon the elaborate fiction that the young lady had seen in a dream the 
rotting corpse of a hanged young man, and appears ready to tell the narrator the whole truth. One 
can assume that making public the details of the love affair and the suicide of her lover would 
make her impending marriage impossible, due to the social scandal they would generate. Telling 
a reporter everything then, is for her practically equivalent to deciding to give up on the 
impending wedding and, ultimately, on her life. 
The fact that this unexpected ending appears directly after the narrator seems to have 
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received confirmation that his interpretation of the mystery was the right one, cannot but 
undermine the authority of his perspective over the story. The self-assuredness with which he 
had been dismissing Segaimin’s supernatural reading of the ghostly voice now seems overly 
complacent, considering how much of the real background of the story he had been missing as 
well. The sudden cut in the narration undermines his authority as privileged perspective and 
brackets the whole story, offering a third reading that supersedes both the mystic and the 
decadent versions offered so far. At the same time, the narrator’s reaction to the abrupt turn of 
events is explicitly contrasted with the reporter’s, who focuses on the reluctance of the maid to 
leave for the metropolis and considers her stand “lamentable.” Instead, the narrator is left 
pondering how different the real girl must have been from the one he had constructed in his 
imagination, bringing the closing focus upon this obvious gap between his aesthetic experience 
and the actual story. 
Suddenly, the reality of Japanese colonization and the violence it exerts on local everyday 
life becomes visible. Behind the decadent story of sexual transgression that the narrator had 
imagined there is a very real network of economic and political inequality directly linked to the 
status of the island as a Japanese colony, exploited for the Empire’s benefit. “Jokaisen kitan” is 
certainly not a politically engaged work. If it wanted to be one, it would have been more 
effective to tackle the story of the maid in a more straightforward manner, highlighting the ways 
in which she was turned into exchange goods within the dynamics of colonial exploitation. At 
the same time, however, the story shows a clear awareness of the defective understanding of the 
self-proclaimed cosmopolitan modern artist. While the last paragraph of the story does not erase 
the preceding pages, combined with the different marks that alert the reader to the partial view of 




events from which to triangulate and relativize the main character’s narrative. 
In his Taiwan stories, Satō problematizes the gaze of the cosmopolitan artist upon the 
colonies. While they do not bring out an explicit critique of colonialism, nor attempt to give 
voice to the oppressed colonial subject, they show in a nuanced way the blind spots in the self-
understanding of the metropolitan artist. His cosmopolitan identity pretends to engage with the 
colonies through an aesthetic vision based on his own abnormal sensibility, that purportedly 
remains outside the dynamics of imperialism and the nation state. The descriptions of colonists, 
Chinese and native inhabitants of the island are predicated on an unmarked position for the 
narrator, who can observe their limited world-views from his implied universalist standpoint. 
The sudden cuts in the endings, however, undermine narratorial authority as privileged 
perspective and bracket the whole text, showing a clear awareness that decadent aesthetic 
fantasies by self-proclaimed cosmopolitan modern artists are born out of a defective 
understanding of the world they depict, and leave out significant portions of its reality. Once this 
illusion has been shattered by the irruption of real life colonial violence, the rest is silence. 
 
3.7 Conclusion 
Satō's writings on Taiwan show an artist who is actively re-evaluating his own position in 
contemporary culture, and mark a certain turning point in his aesthetics. While Satō would return 
occasionally to depicting artists as “morbid geniuses,” like in “F.O.U.,” or to thematizing in 
dystopian terms the commodification of art in the industrial economy, like in “Nonsharan kiroku” 
(“A Record of Nonchalant,” Kaizō, January 1929),46 he appears to grow less interested in the 
                                                 




particular mode of decadent aestheticism that he had obsessively explored in the late 1910s. Be it 
because the encounter with the colonies showed him the limits of such an aesthetic, or because 
his growing commercial success made him more amenable to the possibilities of art as an 
economic activity, Satō's fictional artists change markedly in the 1920s. Writers and painters 
remain his main choice for protagonists, but once into the mid-1920s the focus of his works 
shifts markedly from the artist's creative psyche to his romantic entanglements, like in Kamigami 
no tawamure (The Games of the Gods, Hōchi shinbun, December 18, 1927 to May 4, 1928), 
whose painter protagonist shows none of the abnormal symptoms that previous characters in his 
fiction display. 
A possible reason for this change may have been his growing implication in the market 
for entertainment-oriented fiction. Most of Satō's 1920s novels are ostensibly based on personal 
episodes and scandals widely reported in the mass media. His triangular relationship with 
Tanizaki and his wife inspired works such as Kirareta hana (Cut Flower, Shinchōsha, 1922), 
“Wabishisugiru” (“Unbearably Forlorn,” Chūō kōron, April 1923),47 Kono mittsu no mono 
(These Three People, Kaizō, June 1925 to October 1926, unfinished) and Kozo no yuki ima izuko 
(Where Are the Snows of Yesteryear?, Fujin kōron, January to October 1927, unfinished).48 Not 
much later, Satō's affair with Yamawaki Yukiko from May to October 1926 (while he was 
married to Odanaka Tami), popularly known as the “majo jiken” (“sorceress case”), inspired the 
novel Sairen (Siren, Hōchi shinbun, November 5, 1926 to March 11, 1928). In all these works, 
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the dramatic tension is built upon the dynamics of the triangular relationship between characters, 
and assumes the audience's knowledge and interest in the writer's personal life as a public 
character. 
Another factor in Satō's move away from his earlier understanding of the psychology of 
the artist may have been his growing interest in psychoanalysis. Dr. Inomata, the protagonist of 
the novel Kōseiki (Record of a Rebirth, Fukuoka nichinichi shinbun, May 27 to October 12, 
1929), explains in the following terms how psychoanalysis subverts the idea that mental 
abnormality is a privileged space for the artist: “The idea that geniuses, madmen and born 
criminals are similar has become common sense, but it's so difficult to treat mental illness 
medically. [...] I have always been interested in the actions of people in love, dreams and 
children. At those times, everybody is a genius, a madman and a criminal” (SHZ 7:110).49 While 
acknowledging the wide circulation of Lombroso's model of genius as mental illness, the 
character's discussion signals a different understanding of psychological abnormality as essential 
part of human life. The model of the morbid genius is here superseded in psychoanalytic thinking 
by a pathologization of the everyday in which the abnormal becomes normal.
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The Making of the Artist: 




The suicide of Akutagawa Ryūnosuke, on the night of July 23, 1927, due to “a vague 
sense of anxiety about my own future” (ARZ 16:3), 1  was very soon turned by his 
contemporaries into an epoch-making event. Essays like Miyamoto Kenji's (1908-2007) 
“Haiboku no bungaku” (“The Literature of Defeat,” Kaizō, August 1929) characterized 
Akutagawa as a modern “man of letters” (bunjin), whose death signaled the debacle of the 
aesthetic project of a petit bourgeois intelligentsia and its failure to engage with modern class-
based society. Even for those who did not share the Marxist sympathies of Miyamoto, 
Akutagawa himself came to symbolize “Taishō literature” itself (in the formulation of Satō 
Haruo),2 understood as an intellectualist, cosmopolitan (ie. Westernized), aestheticist model 
based on the belief in the power of art for authentic self-expression. That project, in the 
conventional historical narrative, would die with Akutagawa, and give way to the highly-
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politicized literary world of the Shōwa period.  
Seiji Lippit has successfully challenged this narrative of “Akutagawa as endpoint,” 
connecting his late works to Japanese modernist literature and demonstrating its central position 
in the development of Shōwa literature.3 In this chapter, I want to question the notion that 
Akutagawa's suicide marks the collapse of a previously-stable model of literary expression. 
Akutagawa's concept of the writer as artist, built on the “morbid genius” narrative, was from its 
beginning based on an idea of crisis, an unstable space constantly threatened by the darker side 
of the psychological abnormality that gave the artist his unique powers of expression. In “A Note 
to a Certain Old Friend,”4 his suicide note, Akutagawa alludes to this ambiguous quality of the 
morbid artist: “The world I am now in is one of diseased nerves, lucid as ice. Now that I am 
ready, I find nature more beautiful than ever, paradoxically as this may sound. I have seen, loved, 
and understood more than others. In this at least I have a measure of satisfaction despite all the 
pain I have thus far had to endure” (ARZ 16:7). His “diseased nerves” were at the same time a 
source of “pain” and a necessary quality to be able to, as an artist, “see, love, and understand 
more than others.” 
In this chapter I will analyze Akutagawa's “artist novels” (works of short fiction that deal 
with the lives of writers and painters, both contemporary and historical), paying special attention 
to the use of “morbid geniuses” as narrative devices for the configuration of a particular model of 
the artist. Carole Cavanaugh has noted how, in his literary self-portraits, Akutagawa tends to 
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suppress the names of “minor” writers like Matthew Lewis (1775-1818) 5  or Algernon 
Blackwood (1869-1951),6 authors whose influence is evident in Akutagawa's works, while 
privileging other canonical names whose presence in Akutagawa's writings is actually more 
tenuous.7 I would argue that this is because, when referring to other authors in his works, 
Akutagawa is not only demonstrating his cosmopolitanism or citing influences but actively 
shaping a genealogy of “morbid geniuses” inside of which he can develop his own self-
understanding as an author. 
Read within the narrative of the “morbid genius,” Akutagawa's works reveal a constant 
concern with the following question: what implications does psychological abnormality have for 
art and the artist? Experiments with fragmentation and multiple points of view do not need to be 
explained exclusively as symptoms of the author's mental health, but can be integrated in his 
particular aesthetics of morbidity. Akutagawa's early personal experience with madness (his 
mother suffered a mental breakdown shortly after his birth, and died when he was ten) made him 
especially wary of the consequences of the psychological abnormality and physical infirmity that 
were believed to doom the “morbid genius” to an early death. His works contain numerous 
allusions to the risks of heredity, and to the fear of discovering in oneself early signs of the 
eventual descent into madness to which modern artists are doomed. 
As I have shown in previous chapters of this dissertation, the very idea of literature and 
                                                 
5 British author of gothic novels, whose best-known work is The Monk (1796). 
6 British author of supernatural fiction, known for short stories like “The Willows” (1907) and the collection 
Incredible Adventures (1914). 
7 In “Portrait of the Writer as a Young Reader: Akutagawa Ryūnosuke in Maruzen bookstore”, Dennis Washburn 
and Alan Tansman (eds.), Studies in Modern Japanese Literature: Essays and Translations in Honor of Edwin 




its value was very much in contention in Japan throughout the 1910s and 1920s. The 
professionalization of writing and the expansion of the cultural market opened up new 
possibilities that authors, critics and publishers contested actively. In short, this means that there 
was still no institutionalized model for modern literature (and particularly for prose fiction) in the 
1920s. The image of Akutagawa as “martyr,” for better or for worse, of “pure literature” is more 
an effect of his subsequent memorialization than an accurate description of the writer's work. It is 
precisely through the discourses around the meaning of Akutagawa's death and “Taishō literature” 
in general that the very notion of “pure literature” would be later established and retroactively 
projected into the historical past.8 
 
4.2 Authors and Networks of Artistic Value 
Throughout his career, Akutagawa appears in his works always very conscious of his 
own position within the market for literary writing. Many of his texts, both fictional and critical, 
deal with the relationship between authors and publishers, critics or public, and explore the 
implications of the growing professionalization of writing in early 20th-century Japan. The 
collection of aphorisms Shuju no kotoba (Words of a Dwarf, Bungei shunjū, January 1923 to 
November 1925) offers several examples that tackle these issues. The following two reflections 
appear one after the other under the rubric “Writers:” “All writers have a bit of a carpenter in 
themselves. This is no reason for shame. All carpenters have a bit of writer in themselves as well.” 
“Moreover, all writers set up shop in a sense. What? You say you don't sell your works? That 
must be because there are no buyers, or you do not need to sell them” (ARZ 13:102). Both 
                                                 
8 It is no coincidence that the first modern literary prize for “pure literature,” established by Kikuchi Kan in 1935, 




fragments tackle the same issue from complementary sides: writers should not feel guilty of their 
laborer (“carpenter”) side, nor should they find a source of pride in the fact that they may not 
need to sell their work (or nobody may want to buy it from them). 
Perhaps understandably, literary critics are the main concern of some satirical allegories 
that Akutagawa penned in a Swiftian style. “Mensura zoili” (Shinshichō, January 1917)9 begins 
abruptly as the narrator finds himself in a ship's saloon, talking to “queer fellow” with a thick 
mustache and square chin. The fact that the narrator needs to check carefully where he is, as he 
has no recollection of getting on board the ship, nor knows his destination, and that he seems to 
remember having met his interlocutor before but cannot place him, create an atmosphere of 
unreality in the scene. Soon, the narrator learns that the ship is traveling to the Republic of Zoilia, 
a country named after “a scholar from the country who hurled violent invective against Homer” 
(ARZ 2:36).10 According to mythology, Zoilia “was first inhabited by frogs alone, but Pallas 
Athene turned them all into human beings” (ARZ 2:37).11  
Fittingly for a country named after a famous critic of Antiquity, the University of Zoilia 
has developed an “instrument for measuring values” that can evaluate the value of novels and 
pictures “in terms of figures.” The Zoilians have installed it in the Customs House in order to 
measure imported foreign art. Compared to art from European countries, explains the man with 
the square chin, Japanese art has put on a very poor showing. Both the story “Ginka” (“The 
                                                 
9 Translation by Tadao Katayama in The Reeds, vol. 12, 1968, pp. 145-152. 
10 This fictional country is named after Zōilus (c. 400-320 BC), an ancient Greek scholar famous for his negative 
criticism of the works of Homer. In Latin, the word zoilus came to mean an unjustly censoring person. 
11  Making Zoilians descendents of frogs may be a simple humorous animalization, or a reference to the 
Batrachomyomachia (Battle of Frogs and Mice), a parody of the Iliad traditionally attributed to Homer. The title of 




Silver Coin”)12 by Kume Masao (1891-1952), and Akutagawa's own “Kiseru” (“The Pipe”)13 
have been estimated at a value close to zero. A work like Maupassant's Onna no isshō (A 
Woman's Life),14 on the other hand, will register the highest score. When he asks about the 
scores of Zoilian works, the narrator learns that it is forbidden by law to measure them. The 
mysterious interlocutor mentions the rumor that when they were tested they “registered the 
lowest point,” putting Zoilians in the awkward position of having to deny either “the validity of 
their apparatus or else the value of their own works” (ARZ 2:41). It is at this point that the ship 
gives a violent lurch, and the narrator wakes up to discover that he had fallen asleep on a rocking 
chair reading by St. John Ervine's (1883-1971) play The Critics.15 
A later story, “Fushigi na shima” (“Wonder Island,” Zuihitsu, January 1924),16 starts with 
a hazy dream-like scene not unlike “Mensura Zoili.” The narrator finds himself on a ship he does 
not remember boarding, when he glimpses a mysterious island on the horizon. An old man 
dressed like an eighteenth-century English gentleman, who nevertheless speaks polished 
Japanese, tells him the island is called Sussanrap and hands him a telescope so he can observe 
the island closely. True to the fluid spatial logic of dreams, the scene changes then abruptly to a 
hotel salon, where both characters talk about Sussanrap. The island consists of “a mountain 
resembling Fuji” covered in all sorts of vegetables, which its inhabitants export. According to the 
old man, the quality of the vegetables is judged by “cripples” (katawa) who are unable to 
                                                 
12 Published in the November 1916 issue of Shinchō. 
13 Published in the November 1916 issue of Shin shōsetsu. 
14 The original French title of the novel is simply Une vie (A Life, Paris: Havard, 1883). 
15 Included in his Four Irish Plays, London: Maunsel, 1914. 
16 Translation by Dan O'Neill in Yiu, Angela (ed.), Three-Dimensional Reading: Stories of Time and Space in 




produce them, and there are often different opinions on what makes a good vegetable among 
farmers, “cripples,” and the merchants who export them. Before they say goodbye, the narrator 
receives a calling card from his interlocutor, with the name Lemuel Gulliver. At this point, the 
narrator discovers he had fallen asleep sitting by the kotatsu while reading Gulliver's Travels, 
when he is awakened by an editor coming to pick up his manuscript for the journal Zuihitsu (the 
journal where “Fushigi na shima” is actually published). 
Reading the story, it does not take long to understand that the vegetable-exporting island 
of Sussanrap is a satirical allegory of the Japanese literary market. Not only is the name of the 
island the word Parnassus in reverse, but the way its inhabitants speak of their vegetables 
parallels the literary controversies of 1920s Japan: warm-colored vegetables are called 
“Proletarian vegetables,” cold-colored ones are “Bourgeoisie vegetables,” and university 
professors at Sussanrap only lecture “about vegetables [from the last] century. […] Vegetables 
from England, France, Germany, Italy, and Russia,” the most popular being “Russian vegetables” 
(ARZ 10:214). The metaphor is extended into the discussions of what makes vegetables valuable 
according to their producers: “Some farmers would say that the value of a vegetable is 
determined by nutrition. Others would say that it's all about taste. […] Those who champion 
nutrition and those who champion taste are further divided into different camps. For example, 
some believe vegetables that do not have vitamins are not nutritious. Then, others think the fat 
content makes vegetables nutritious” (ARZ 10:212). It is not difficult to see in the opposition 
between “nutrition” and “taste” a reference to literary debates like the one that has come to be 




(1888-1948) and Satomi Ton (1888-1983) in 1922.17 
Like “Mensura Zoili,” the story saves its most mordant images for the critics. In 
Sussanrap, “cripples” are tasked with judging the quality of vegetables because they “cannot 
physically go into the fields, let alone tend vegetables. Transcending self-interest, they alone can 
discern the real quality of the vegetables. And they can do so with complete fairness” (ARZ 
10:210-211). Not only are critics implicitly accused of taking on their role because they are 
incapable of producing vegetables (literary works) themselves, but they are also mocked as being 
proud of their absolute insensitivity to the vegetables they judge: “The ideal judge would be an 
incomparable cripple who has no sensory faculties whatsoever: a cripple who cannot see, hear, or 
smell, a cripple without arms or legs and without teeth or tongue. If such a cripple existed, he 
would be a peerless arbiter elegantiarum” (ARZ 10:211). Ultimately, however, the judgment of 
the critics does not matter, since “even if a cripple says a certain vegetable is bad, it will sell as 
long as it is popular,” and “the merchants only buy vegetables they think will sell, whether or not 
the vegetables are deemed good...” (ARZ 10:211). The market value for vegetables, concludes 
the narrator, “is in the hands of the gods” (ARZ 10:214). 
These texts are no doubt light pieces, meant to elicit a knowing smile from the reader 
who is able to decipher the thinly-veiled allegories and maybe even enjoy seeing the critics 
turned into “cripples” with no creative ability and no artistic sensitivity. At the same time, 
however, they point to the persistence of deep anxieties about the incorporation of literature into 
                                                 
17 In July 1922, Kikuchi published “Bungei sakuhin no naiyōteki kachi” (“The Content Value of Literary Works”) 
in the journal Shinchō, arguing that some badly-written literary works have the power to move the reader based on 
their “content value.” Satomi responded the following month in the journal Kaizō with “Kikuchi-shi no ‘Bungei 
sakuhin no naiyōteki kachi’” (“Mr. Kikuchi's ‘The Content Value of Literary Works’”) attacking Kikuchi for 
misunderstanding the relationship between form and content in literature. The September issue of Shinchō published 
Kikuchi's response to Satomi's criticisms in “Sairon ‘Bungei sakuhin no naiyōteki kachi’” (“’The Content Value of 




the world of mass media and the commodity market. These anxieties involve the perceived 
inferiority of modern Japanese literature compared to Western works (both in the low scores 
reported for Japanese artworks in “Mensura Zoili” and in the refusal of university professors in 
Sussanrap to discuss anything but “Western vegetables”), but also, and more basically, express 
concerns over the very idea of evaluating literature “in terms of figures.” For all the caustic satire 
directed at critics, they are shown as having little power to affect what the merchants actually 
buy, thinking it will sell. There seems to be as much of a disconnect between critics and market, 
as between critics and authors. 
Not only critics, however, but also authors themselves are the target of other works of 
Akutagawa that deal with the business of writing. Horikawa Yasukichi, the protagonist of 
“Bunshō” (“The Writer's Craft,” Josei, April 1924),18 is an aspiring writer who works as an 
English teacher at a Navy school. One day, he is asked to write a eulogy for a young lieutenant 
who had died suddenly of a stroke. Anxious to go back to writing the second part of a short story 
he is serializing in a literary magazine, Yasukichi finishes the eulogy quickly in thirty minutes, 
using the suitable military clichés he has employed in the past when asked for a similar text. To 
his surprise, the eulogy provokes a strong emotional reaction from the deceased's family at the 
funeral, making Yasukichi experience first “the satisfaction of the playwright who has succeeded 
in wringing tears from his audience,” only to then feel “a bitter self-reproach, a sense of 
wrongdoing for which there could be no penitence,” for not having considered their feelings 
when assigned the task of writing the speech. The story ends with the aspiring writer reading a 
                                                 
18 Translation by Jay Rubin in Rashōmon and Seventeen Other Stories, London: Penguin, 2006, pp. 163-171. 
Akutagawa wrote a dozen of stories with the same protagonist from 1922 to 1925, collectively known as 




negative review of the first half of his short story in the Yomiuri shinbun and reflecting on the 
widely different responses to his writing: “The eulogy he wrote in less than half an hour evoked 
that amazing response, while the story he had spent endless evenings polishing by lamplight 
produced not a fraction of the effect he hoped for” (ARZ 11:30). The bitter irony of the 
mismatch between Yasukichi's effort and the result of his efforts points to the unstable quality of 
the notion of literary value. Yasukichi considers his eulogy a worthless chore, and yet the speech 
seems to succeed in its objective much better than the short story into which he has poured all his 
artistic creativity, and from which he hopes to derive some self-validation as an author. There is 
no resolution in the text, beyond the character's shame upon recognizing his own hubris in 
assuming his own superiority over the rest of the attendees to the funeral, a purported superiority 
that the negative critique of his work exposes as a pure conceit of the character. 
The text that dramatizes in greatest detail the web of economic relationships writers find 
themselves in is “Gesaku zanmai” (“Absorbed in Letters,” Ōsaka Mainichi shinbun yūkan, 
October 20 to November 4, 1917),19 the first story that Akutagawa serialized in a newspaper. 
The text follows a day in the life of Edo-era author Kyokutei Bakin (1767-1848) when he is in 
his sixties.20 The story opens with Bakin at a public bath, where he is approached by one of his 
readers, who effusively praises Bakin’s epic novel Nansō Satomi hakkenden (The Eight Dog 
Chronicles, 1814-1842, 106 vols.). In spite of the admiration he is being showered on, Bakin 
cannot help but find his fan bothersome, and decides to leave the bathhouse. As he is getting 
ready to return home, Bakin hears another customer criticizing his work as being merely 
                                                 
19 Translation by Takashi Kojima and John McVittie in The Beautiful and the Grotesque, New York: Liveright, 
2010, pp. 308-344. 
20 As a source, Akutagawa used Bakin's diary, which had been recently republished in a modern edition: Aeba 




derivative of Chinese models filtered through the medium of Santō Kyōden (1761-1816).21 Once 
at home, Bakin receives the visits of his publisher Izumiya Ichibei (he wants him to write a story 
about Nezumi Kozō Jirō Daifu (1797-1832)22 in the style of his version of the Ming-period 
Chinese novel Jing ping mei23), then of his friend, painter Watanabe Kazan (1793-1841), who 
comes to return some books he had borrowed from him, and lastly of his grandson Tarō. Later 
that night, Bakin goes back to writing his manuscript while his wife and daughter-in-law are 
sewing in the next room. 
The story squeezes into a few hours a series of encounters between Bakin and all the 
main actors in the cultural marketplace of Edo. He interacts with a doting reader, hears the 
negative opinion of another, has to deal with his publisher, and even has time to discuss with 
Watanabe Kazan his clashes with the censorship officials of the shogunate. Before the closing 
image of the solitary writer engrossed in his work, fourteen of the fifteen sections of the text are 
devoted to laying out in detail Bakin's deep imbrication in a network of consumers and 
distributors that affect deeply his relationship to his own artistic production. 
The words of his enthusiastic reader, named Konoeya Heikichi, and those of the other 
unnamed bathhouse customer who attacks his works make Bakin consider good and bad 
criticism with equal apprehension, worried about the effect the opinion of audience and critics 
may have on his creativity. Towards Heikichi, Bakin feels mostly annoyance. While he 
                                                 
21 Author and illustrator. Bakin started his literary career as his disciple, even ghostwriting some works for him. 
22 Famous thief of Edo and folk hero of sorts, memorialized in Wakatake Mokuami's 1857 kabuki play Nezumi 
komon haru no shingata (The Rat and the Fine-Patterned New Spring Fashion). Akutagawa wrote a story about him 
as well: “Nezumi Kozō Jirō” (“Kozō Jirō, the Rat”), Chūō kōron, January 1920.  
23 Izumiya had edited Bakin's work Shinpen Kinpeibai (A New Edition of Jing ping mei) between 1831 and 1847 to 




recognizes that he always feels goodwill towards his readers, “that goodwill did not influence his 
evaluation of the people who read his works,” at the same time “his estimation of people had 
hardly any influence on the goodwill he might feel towards them. Hence at the one time he was 
able to feel both contempt and goodwill towards the same person” (ARZ 3:6). The reader's praise 
is superficial, and it is obvious that he lacks much sensibility when he fails to understand Bakin's 
modesty and interprets the author’s words literally when he comments that he is not particularly 
skilled at composing lyrical poetry. More than Heikichi's silliness, however, what seems to affect 
Bakin is the realization of how affected he feels by the whole exchange. 
Similarly, when he overhears the unnamed bathhouse visitor criticize him for writing 
“with the tip of his brush” works “that have no substance,” as if he were “a master of a temple 
school” lecturing about the Confucian classics, and for having “no knowledge of current affairs,” 
Bakin feels most worried about the danger that these opinions might affect the way he 
approaches his writing if “he would feel compelled to react against [bad criticism] in any further 
creative activity” (ARZ 3:12-13). To prevent himself from writing in reaction to his critics, 
attempting to pander to the “prevailing taste of the times,” the author decides to simply ignore 
adverse criticism. Both good and bad criticism, then, provokes a similar reaction in the writer, 
wary that knowledge of the public's preferences might affect his creative work. 
In the following scene, his dialog with Izumiya Ichibei, Bakin has to endure the editor 
implicitly comparing him to the fellow writers Ryūtei Tanehiko (1783-1842) and Tamenaga 
Shunsui (1790-1844), and Bakin reacts with disgust at being treated like an employee. Since 
Ichibei calls the writers by their names, without any respectful endings, Bakin imagines that he 
probably refers to him in the same way when he is not present, and feels treated like an “artisan” 




(sakusha), but, catering to the tastes of my readers, I am simply a hack-writer (tematori) who 
writes love stories” (ARZ 3:22). Most importantly, the protagonist feels offended that Ichibei 
attempts to hold him to the tastes of the “average man” (zokujin), and implies that Bakin is 
somewhat incompetent or inferior, because of his relative slow pace in producing manuscripts 
compared with Shunsui and Tanehiko. 
In all these conversations, Bakin's main point of contention with his interlocutors seems 
to be a different conception of where artistic value is to be found. His annoyed reaction to his 
adoring reader's comments about writing poetry offers a concise example of his position: 
It was not that he thought he could not compose waka and haiku. Rather he was confident 
of his understanding in that field and sure that he was not lacking in dexterity; but he had 
had for such various forms of expression a long-standing contempt. This was because, in 
order to pour one's whole self into the composition of waka and haiku, too much 
formality was required, and he felt such media insufficient for adequate expression. 
Howsoever cleverly one might compress one's thought into verse, such a medium could 
express but a part of one's feelings and descriptive powers. Such art was, in his opinion, 
of an inferior quality. (ARZ 3:7-8) 
Beyond questions of technical prowess, Bakin's issue with short poetic forms is the lack of space, 
both in length and in the highly formalized nature of their language, which prevents the full 
deployment of artistic expression. Artistic value is to be found, then, in the fullest possible 
expression of the artist's “feelings and descriptive powers,” the artist's “whole self.” 
This idea would remain a constant in Akutagawa's criticism. A section titled “Proletarian 
Literature” in his collection of essays Bungeiteki na, amari ni bungeiteki na (“Literary, All Too 
Literary,” Kaizō, April to August 1927) states: “If we could behold them with a divine eye, we 
would see our [literary] works express the totality of our life (zen shōgai)” (ARZ 15:192). 
Another section of Shuju no kotoba called “The Works that I Love,” claims a preference for 




being with a brain and a heart and sensuousness (kannō).” “Unfortunately,” Akutagawa adds, 
“mosts writers are cripples (katawa) who lack one of them. (Which does not mean sometimes 
that one cannot worship a great cripple (idai naru katawa))” (ARZ 13:76).  
Calling writers “cripples” here indicates an awareness that this ideal of “full expression” 
is doomed in most cases to fail. In “Gesaku zanmai,” Bakin reflects as well on the difficulty of 
integrating this ideal with the actual contradictory complexity of his “whole self.” While 
considering himself an honest follower of the “Way of the Sages of Old” (Sen-Ō no michi), the 
writer realizes that “between the value which the Sen-Ō no michi attributed to art and the value 
attributed to it by his own emotions, there was an unexpectedly great gap.” Bakin finds himself 
unable to bridge this gap, in the sense that he recognizes the need to present himself to his 
audience as a proponent of fiction that “exalts good and suppresses evil” (kanzen chōaku), but 
actually finds value in his writing as art in itself (ARZ 3:27). The character's wavering upon this 
point reinforces the idea that his writing has multiple meanings and valences to every actor in its 
production, circulation and consumption, even to the author himself.  
Once finally alone, Bakin returns to work on his manuscript of Nansō Satomi hakkenden, 
and is finally able to experience something akin to a fulfilling moment: 
When at first he had lowered brush to paper, some faint spark had glimmered in his mind. 
And, when he had written ten columns –twenty columns– and had gone on to further 
writing, gradually the spark grew into a flame. From experience, Bakin knew what it was 
and took infinite care with every movement of his brush. His inspiration burned brightly 
like a fire; once it had been kindled, if he did not take care to feed it, it would soon be 
extinguished. […] Light, powerful as shattered stars, was flowing more swiftly than a 
river through his mind, infusing him moment by moment with strength, urging him 
onwards whether he would or not. […] Flowing through his head –even as the silvered 
River of Heaven flowed through the sky– came a dynamic overflowing of his thoughts in 
unbounded torrents. (ARZ 3:39-40) 




“kindle its flame.” The use of light as a metaphor for creativity is not accidental, for the gesaku 
writer suffers from a debilitated vision in the story (and the historical Bakin would eventually go 
fully blind). The “light, powerful as shattered stars” that the nearly-blind character sees is 
essentially different from the light that other characters could perceive, and comes directly from 
his privileged perception as an artist. 
At the same time, Bakin feels “dread of this strange power,” and wonders if “the weak 
confines of his body” will be able to endure its intensity. He encourages himself with the 
following words: 
“To the utmost limits will I go on to write. If what I am writing I do not write now, I do 
not know whether I shall ever write it!” 
Flowing on like a light piercing a fog, his speed did not in the least slacken. On the 
contrary, drowning his inhibitions in the dizzy torrents, he let those torrents come 
cascading to sweep him away, until at last he became their captive, and forgetting all else 
in the course of that flow, he let his own brush sweep on like a flood. 
That which was reflected in his princely eye at that time was neither advantage nor 
disadvantage (rigai), neither love nor hate. Moreover, his misgiving about adverse 
criticism had already vanished. What remained was only strange rejoicing, and also, there 
was profound emotion, enchanting and heroic. Strangers to this feeling cannot savor the 
mental state of being absorbed in letters, nor can they comprehend the stern spirit of the 
man of letters. In this very thing there was life – and the dregs having been washed away, 
did not life gleam resplendent before the eyes of the author, like a new one? (ARZ 3:40-
41) 
It is in this moment of creativity that the contradictions of the artist in the market seem to solve 
themselves. Bakin can forget all worries about readers and critics, about economic rewards or 
professional relations, and finally attain this “resplendent life” that can only be savored by artists, 
those “absorbed in letters.” 
There is, however, an interesting coda to the text. Rather than closing with the image of a 
triumphant Bakin in creative ecstasy, basking in the light of his moment of artistic flow, the story 




O-Hyaku comments that Bakin is still up, O-Michi replies: “he is most likely absorbed in his 
writing, he'll be unconscious of anything else. […] He's an incorrigible fellow, isn't he? – he can't 
make any worthwhile money, it seems” (ARZ 3:41). The critic Miyoshi Yukio reads this final 
scene as strengthening the “solitary glory” of Bakin, by contrast with his material-minded 
family,24 but I wonder if it is not possible to read these closing lines as a contrast to the rest of 
the piece instead. This is the only fragment of the text that abandons the focalization on Bakin, 
the only scene that the reader does not receive through the filter of the gesaku writer's eyes and 
mind. There is also no overt criticism of his family members, compared to the unflattering light 
in which all other characters except perhaps Kazan are portrayed. Ending with this scene returns 
the story to a wider focus, emphasizing the position of the writer in the networks of economic 
exchange, even if the moment of artistic ecstasy would have them seemingly disappear. 
 
4.3 The Artist as Madman 
Bakin's fears of the effects of artistic creativity in “Gesaku zanmai” find fuller expression 
in later stories where Akutagawa develops the motif of the “morbid genius” to its last 
consequences: the ability to experience the unique light of inspiration takes a toll on the artist's 
body that will result in psychological infirmity. A section titled “Hysteria,” from Bungeiteki na, 
amari ni bungeiteki na, offers a compact summary of this narrative: 
When I hear that a therapy for hysteria is to have the patient write or say whatever they 
are thinking, I consider seriously that hysteria may be responsible for the birth of 
literature. […] Everybody is hysterical to some degree. Poets in particular have 
significantly more hysterical tendencies than the rest of people. They have been suffering 
from this hysteria for three thousand years. They either die from it, or they go mad. But it 
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is because of it that they sing their joy and their sadness. (ARZ 15:216) 
The switch in the causal connection between artistic genius and mental abnormality is clear: 
while Lombroso argued that mental illness was an unfortunate side effect of the abnormal growth 
of the creative faculties of the genius, Akutagawa takes morbidity as the starting point instead 
and makes hysteria “responsible for the birth of literature.” The same hysteria that Nordau 
denounced as dangerous in the art of the 19th century is here for Akutagawa the very source of 
all literary expression. Poets pay a tragic toll for their unique faculties, but without their 
hysterical qualities they would be unable to “sing their joy and their sadness.” Akutagawa 
continues, offering specific examples: 
If among martyrs and revolutionaries one can find a form of masochism, among poets 
there is probably no shortage of hysteria patients. […] Otherwise we would not have 
works like Le plaidoyer d'un fou (Strindberg).25 What is more, this hysteria is a powerful 
presence of the times. Werther26 and René27 are also born out of this hysteria of the age. 
One could add to them the Crusades that swept all of Europe, but that is not the subject of 
Literary, All Too Literary. Epilepsy was called “the divine malady.” In that case, we 
should call hysteria “the poetic malady.” 
It is funny to think of Shakespeare or Goethe suffering a hysterical attack. Imagining that 
might be considered a big offense to their greatness. But what made them great was their 
powers of expression, besides this hysteria. How many times the suffered hysterical 
attacks have been a question for psychologists. Our concern is with their power of 
expression. Writing these lines, I imagine an anonymous poet of old having a violent 
hysterical attack in the woods. He is the laughingstock of his fellow villagers. However, 
the results of the powers of expression that this hysteria quickened will emerge later, like 
an underground spring. 
I do not worship hysteria. The hysterical Mussolini is no doubt an international danger. 
But if nobody had ever experienced hysteria, we may have far less of these literary works 
that we like so much. This is the only reason I want to defend hysteria. It has somehow 
become an exclusive of females, but the truth is it is possible in anybody. 
                                                 
25 The Plea of a Fool. Written in French and published in 1893, this is a fictionalized account of Strindberg's 
marriage to his first wife, Siri von Essen. The premise of the book is that the narrator and protagonist Axel is writing 
an account of his marriage both to refute his wife's accusations that he is mad, and also to prove that she has been 
unfaithful to him. 
26 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Die Leiden des jungen Werthers, 1774. 




The literature of the last century suffered without a doubt from hysteria. In Strindberg's A 
Blue Book28 this hysteria of the times is called “the work of the Devil.” I obviously have 
no way of knowing if it is the work of the Devil or the work of God. At any rate, poets do 
suffer from hysteria. According to Biriukov's biography,29 even the brawny Tolstoy went 
half mad and left his house (shukke). It does not differ much from what the newspapers 
reported recently about a certain hysterical woman. (ARZ 15:216) 
While returning to the creative power of hysteria for artistic expression, Akutagawa highlights 
another feature of the “morbid genius” as well: the stigma of mental illness (the reason why 
imagining classic writers suffering from hysteria would “be considered a big offense to their 
greatness”) makes morbid artists a target of derision by his “fellow villagers,” who are incapable 
to understand that it is hysteria that quickens their artistic powers of expression.30 
The story “Jigokuhen” (“Hell Screen,” Ōsaka Mainichi shinbun yūkan and Tōkyō 
Nichinichi shinbun, May 1 to 22, 1918)31 offers one of the most well-known and spectacular 
examples of this motif in Akutagawa's writings. The main character of the tale is Yoshihide, a 
painter employed in the imperial capital by the Lord of Horikawa.32 Yoshihide is described by 
the narrator, one of Lord Horikawa's retainers, as “a thoroughly unpleasant little old man,” but he 
                                                 
28 En blå bok is a collection of essays and journal entries published in 4 volumes between 1907 and 1912. 
29 Pavel Biriukov, Lev Nikolaevich Tolstoi: Biografiia, Moskva: A.P. Pechkovskii, P.A. Bulanzhe, 2 vols., 1906-
1908. This biography of Tolstoy was translated into Japanese three times, from the 1911 English version: (1) tr. 
Mizushima Kōichirō, Naigai shuppan kyōkai, 1912; (2) Souma Gyofū, Shinchōsha, 1917; (3) Hara Hisaichirō, 
Shinchōsha, 1926-1928, 3 vols. 
30 Compared to other Japanese writers of his generation, Akutagawa is rather unique in actively attempting to re-
claim the term hysteria from its conventional understanding as a “female malady.” Nordau often qualifies 
“degenerate art” as “hysterical” and “feminizing,” but these motifs are rarely used in positive terms by Japanese 
writers and critics who otherwise attempt to re-evaluate Nordau's criticisms as descriptions of a properly modern 
artist. 
31 Translation by Jay Rubin in Rashōmon and Seventeen Other Stories, London: Penguin, 2006, pp. 42-73. 
32 The story is inspired by the anecdote “Ebusshi Yoshihide ie no yakuru wo mite yorokobu koto” (“How Yoshihide, 
a Painter of Budhist Pictures, Took Pleasure in Seeing His House on Fire”) included in volume three of the setsuwa 
collection Uji shūi monogatari (A Collection of Tales from Uji, early 13th century). The Yoshihide in the setsuwa 
escapes a fire in his house but, instead of trying to save his wife and children trapped inside, watches it burn and 




has a young daughter who serves as a lady-in-waiting for the lord's daughter. It is strongly 
implied in the text that the lord covets Yoshihide's daughter. One day, Yoshihide is 
commissioned by his lord with painting a folding screen with scenes from the eight Buddhist 
hells. The painter pours all his energy into the task and, in order to see suitable expressions of 
horror to sketch from, does not hesitate to use his apprentices as models, chaining them up or 
letting loose a hunting owl on them. The description of Yoshihide's bizarre behavior is 
interrupted by a scene in which the narrator accidentally discovers what appears to be an 
attempted rape of the artist's daughter, attacked probably by the lord. In the climactic scene of the 
piece, Yoshihide asks to have a carriage burned so he may use the scene as a model for his 
painting. The lord obliges and sets a carriage on fire with the painter's daughter inside. Yoshihide 
is horrified at the sight, but ends up completing the painting and hanging himself afterwards. 
If the critic Sekuguchi Yasuyoshi has defined “Jigokuhen” as a “fundamentally 
ambiguous text,”33 it is in great part because of its choice of the narrator. The story is told by a 
member of the Horikawa household who, at the time of Yoshihide's hell screen episode, had 
already been serving his lord for twenty years. The tale's first section is devoted to establishing 
the narrator's absolute loyalty to Lord Horikawa, of whom he speaks in these sycophantic terms: 
“I am certain there has never been anyone like our great Lord of Horikawa, and I doubt there 
ever will be another. […] His Lordship seemed to have innate qualities that distinguished him 
from ordinary human beings. And because of this, his accomplishments never ceased to amaze 
us” (ARZ 3:156). The obsequious ways of the narrator, always ready to come to his lord's 
defense, are ironically used in the story to allude to the aristocrat's darker side by having the 
                                                 





narrator repeatedly rebuke all sort of rumors about his misbehavior, particularly regarding 
Yoshihide's daughter.  
Towards Yoshihide, however, the narrator gives voice to all sorts of criticisms and 
accusations: 
Yoshihide was a terrible miser; he was harsh in his dealings with people; he had no 
shame; he was lazy and greedy. But worst of all he was insolent and arrogant. He never 
let you forget that he was “the greatest painter in the land.” Nor was his arrogance limited 
to painting. He could not be satisfied till he displayed his contempt for every custom and 
convention that ordinary people practiced. (ARZ 3:163) 
Again, like in the case of the narrator's comments about his lord, the strong bias of his 
perspective allows the text to hint at a different interpretation of the character and his actions 
without describing them explicitly in detail. The extent to which Yoshihide is worried about his 
daughter being raped by lord Horikawa, for instance, becomes more obviously poignant to the 
reader by the superficial incomprehension of the narrator. All the necessary clues to understand 
the reasons for Yoshihide “shedding tears when he was alone” are apparent in the text, but the 
narrator chooses to interpret that “the hardheaded old codger suddenly turned weepy […] 
because the painting of the screen wasn't going as well as he wanted it to” (ARZ 3:182). 
The most interesting of these insults against the painter is his identification with a pet 
monkey the lord keeps: “as a person [Yoshihide] was anything but normal. You could see he had 
a mean streak, and his lips, unnaturally red for such an old man, gave a disturbing, bestial 
impression. […] Crueler tongues used to say that he looked and moved like a monkey, and they 
went so far as to give Yoshihide the nickname “Monkey-hide” (Saruhide)” (ARZ 3:158). 
Conversely, the pet monkey is mockingly called “Yoshihide” by the courtiers. The nickname 
“Saruhide” animalizes Yoshihide, emphasizing his position outside of the social world of Lord 




particular doubling of the painter onto the pet monkey. Saruhide the artist and Yoshihide the 
monkey become complementary expressions of the same dramatic character. It is the pet monkey, 
for instance, who spends hours by Yoshihide's daughter's bed with a worried look when she has a 
cold, or who comes to look for the narrator so he discovers and unwittingly stops the girl's 
assault at the hands of her lord. Episodes like these complicate the facile division the narrator 
establishes between the world of “common people” and the world of the painter, implicitly 
questioning which of the two is the “meaner” one. 
No matter how little sympathy he may have for Yoshihide, the narrator recognizes him 
from the start of the tale as “the greatest painter in the land” (ARZ 3:164). Two reasons are 
repeatedly invoked, whether by the narrator or by Yoshihide himself, to explain his superiority 
above all other painters. The first one is his distinctive aesthetic sensibility. Not only are 
Yoshihide's “brushwork and colors [...] utterly different” from all other painters of his time, he 
also possesses a unique ability to “appreciate the beauty of ugliness” (ARZ 3:165). The second 
one is his abnormal psychological makeup: 
Yoshihide always approached his work like a man possessed by a fox spirit (kitsune de 
mo tsuita yō ni). In fact, people used to say that the only reason Yoshihide was able to 
make such a name for himself in art was that he had pledged his soul to one of the great 
gods of fortune; what proved it was that if you peeked in on him when he was painting, 
you could always see shadowy fox spirits swarming all around him. What this means, I 
suspect, is that, once he picked up his brush, Yoshihide thought of nothing else but 
completing the painting before him. (ARZ 3:170) 
The mention of fox possession can be read a period-appropriate reference to mental illness, as 
possession by animal spirits was one of the main discourses to explain in premodern times what 
modern psychiatry would classify as psychopathological disorders.34 In other sections of the tale, 
                                                 




the reference to madness is made more explicitly: “I had heard that Yoshihide could be like a 
madman (kichigai) where painting was concerned; to me the look in his eyes at that moment was 
terrifying in that very way” (ARZ 3:188-189). The fact that this unique abnormal psychic state is 
only manifested while painting seems to point towards a deep connection between madness and 
artistic creativity: it is thanks to the presence of the “shadowy fox spirits” that mark the painter 
as “possessed,” that he is able to appreciate the “beauty of ugliness” and produce “utterly 
different” art. 
The narrator's attitude towards Yoshihide's psychological abnormality is mostly, like in 
the last quote, one of fear and incomprehension, but this changes in the climactic scene of the 
story. When the lord has his carriage brought out to be burned and announces that chained inside 
there is a “sinful (zainin) woman,” there is little doubt in the reader that it is Yoshihide's 
daughter that is going to be sacrificed so her father has an appropriate model to paint the flaming 
chariot that is supposed to occupy the center of the folding screen. Driven “half-mad” by the 
spectacle, the artist looks in shock as his daughter is burned alive. In another moment of 
character doubling, the pet monkey everybody called Yoshihide jumps on the flaming chariot to 
die together with the painter's daughter. Once the animal and the girl disappear in black smoke a 
change comes upon Yoshihide, as if the violent end of his life as a father would allow his figure 
as an artist to appear fully to the narrator: 
his whole wrinkled face suffused now with an inexpressible radiance – the radiance of 
religious ecstasy (hōetsu). [...] The most wondrous thing was not that he watched his only 
daughter's death throes with apparent joy, but rather that Yoshihide at that moment 
possessed a strange, inhuman majesty that resembled the rage of the King of Beasts 
himself as you might see him in a dream. (ARZ 3:198) 
The motif of animality mentioned above reappears here with very different implications: 




ridiculous monkey, but because he is majestic like a lion. 
In the eyes of the narrator, at that moment there is a “mysterious grandeur” that hangs 
above Yoshihide “like a radiant aura,” and fills all those present with “a bizarre sense of 
adoration […] as if we were present at the decisive moment when a lump of stone or wood 
becomes a holy image of the Buddha (kaigen no hotoke de mo miru yō ni)” (ARZ 3:198). The 
word kaigen (literally “opening of the eyes”) in the last sentence of the quote can refer to the 
ceremony of consecration of a Buddhist statue or painting that makes it an object of worship, and 
that is the meaning that Jay Rubin chooses in his translation. The term can also be interpreted as 
an active verb, however, turning the scene into the moment Yoshihide experiments a moment of 
artistic enlightenment, an “opening of his artistic eyes.” No matter how kaigen is interpreted, the 
sense of religious majesty remains a stark contrast to the descriptions of the painter in the 
previous sections of the text. 
Conversely, the descriptions of lord Horikawa also change significantly in tone. Already 
when they are discussing the possibility of actually setting a chariot on fire for Yoshihide to have 
as a model to paint from, the aristocrat appears to become affected by the artist's mental 
abnormality: “[His Lordship's] appearance at that moment was anything but ordinary. White 
foam gathered at the corners of his mouth. His eyebrows convulsed into jagged bolts of lightning. 
It was as if His Lordship himself had become infused with Yoshihide's madness” (ARZ 3:190). 
Later, watching the chariot burn, the lord becomes explicitly animalized, in unambiguously 
negative tones: “His Lordship looked on as if transformed into another person, his noble 
countenance drained of color, the corners of his mouth flecked with foam, hands clutching his 
knees through his lavender trousers as he panted like a beast in need of water...” (ARZ 3:199). 




cannot but highlight the distance between his idealized portrait of the aristocrat and this last 
image, actually more monkey-like than any of Yoshihide's scenes. Conversely, Yoshihide's 
moment of artistic greatness is powerfully emphasized by comparison with the derision he has 
been the object of up to that point in the story, and the contrasting effect of the lord's savage aura 
and the painter's “mysterious grandeur.” If there is one party that appears to triumph in the text's 
dramatic conflict, it cannot be but Yoshihide.  
Scholars have generally interpreted “Jigokuhen” in terms of a conflict between “life” and 
“art” in which Yoshihide ultimately chooses “art,” sacrificing “life.” Sasabuchi Tomoichi, for 
instance, defines this model as a “Flaubert-like” aestheticism in which art is everything and life 
nothing.35  Reading Yoshihide within the narrative of the “morbid genius” allows for an 
alternative interpretation, in which the painter does not actually have a choice to make, but is 
doomed by his condition as an artist to have to sacrifice his life (and, in the process, his 
daughter's). Several characters of the story express this possibility in their own terms. The Abbot 
of Yokawa, for instance, says that “excel in his art though he might, if a man does not know the 
Five Virtues, he can only end up in hell” (ARZ 3:200). The narrator, too, interprets Yoshihide's 
fate in this way: “It was his cruel fate to lose his life in exchange for completing the screen. In a 
sense, the hell in his painting was the hell into which Yoshihide himself, the greatest painter in 
the realm, was doomed one day to fall” (ARZ 3:170). The gruesome ending of the story is then 
the only possibility, once Yoshihide decides to follow the path of art. Yoshihide's glory and 
Yoshihide's tragedy are but two sides of the same unique experience of morbid creativity. 
                                                 
35 Sasabuchi refers to a letter by Gustave Flaubert to George Sand, in which he declares: “L'homme n'est rien, 
l'oeuvre est tout” (“The man is nothing, the artwork is all,” December 1875). See Sasabuchi Tomoichi, “Akutagawa 
Ryūnosuke 'Jigokuhen' shinshaku,” in Ebii Eiji (ed.), Jigokuhen: Rekishi ōchōmono no sekai. Akutagawa Ryūnosuke 




Akutagawa's little-discussed story “Numachi” (“The Marshland,” Shinchō, May 1919)36 
offers another poignant illustration of the “morbid genius” and its continued significance for the 
author. The text opens with the narrator visiting an exhibition of Western-style paintings, where 
he finds a small oil painting titled “The Marshland” by “an artist of no consequence.” Depicting 
“turbid water and the damp ground tangled with dense vegetation” painted in yellow tones, the 
painting “couldn't possibly have attracted even a casual glance from an ordinary viewing crowd” 
(ARZ 4:237). The painting is then unique not only by its odd choice of color, but also by staying 
unnoticed by common public, except for the narrator. Even though the picture is “hung forlorn in 
the exceptionally ill-lighted corner, and in a wretched frame at that,” the narrator can feel “a 
terrible power lurking in the painting,” that comes from “the pathetic (itamashii) pose of an artist 
intent on gripping nature; and from its yellow marshland vegetation, as from all superb art works, 
I experienced a sense of sublime ecstasy. In fact, I found none of the paintings of all sizes 
displayed over the place as powerful as this piece” (ARZ 4:238). 
Several motifs are highlighted and symbolically intertwined in this opening scene. The 
painting presents a non-mimetic representation of nature that remains beyond the comprehension 
of the “ordinary viewing crowd.” The painting's peripheral position in the exhibition, almost 
hidden in an “ill-lighted corner” reinforces this motif of heterodoxy and lack of public success. 
At the same time, only the the narrator is able to see in the artwork “a terrible power” whose 
unique artistic energy seems to depend as much from its singular coloration of the natural scene, 
as from the “pathetic pose” of the artist that the narrator thinks he can see in its yellowish hues. 
The “sublime ecstasy” of the viewer stems both from the painting's aesthetic qualities, and from 
                                                 




the fact that nobody else seems to think it worthy of any attention. 
While the narrator is admiring the unique artwork, an art reporter approaches him and 
seems amused by his interest in it. Upon hearing the narrator call the painting “a masterpiece,” 
the reporter bursts out laughing and tells him dismissively that he is viewing the work of an 
insane painter who has recently died. “Who else but a mad man would use such a color?,” he 
observes (ARZ 4:239). Not only the public, but also the critical establishment (represented here 
by the reporter) seems to be incapable to appreciate the power of the unique painting. 
Unsurprisingly, the narrator feels only disgust at the reporter's dismissive tone, but, more 
interestingly, the revelation that the painter had died mentally insane strengthens even more his 
sense of awe: 
Awestruck, I stared at this marshland piece for the second time, and once again discerned 
on this small canvas the pathetic image of an artist tormented with terrible anguish and 
insecurity. 
“As I understand it, he lost his mind because he couldn't paint the way he hoped to. For 
that at least we could perhaps give him credit.” 
The reporter's brightened face smiled an almost gleeful smile. Such was the only reward 
one of us could win from the world at the cost of his life. With a strange tremor 
shuddering, running through my body, I looked into this mournful painting for the third 
time. There between the darkling sky and water stood the reeds, poplars, and fig trees all 
in wet yellow ocher, throbbing with the compelling force of naked nature itself.... 
“Yes, this is a masterpiece.” 
I repeated it defiantly, looking the reporter straight in the face. (ARZ 4:240) 
It is only after he has heard of the madness of the painter that the narrator identifies explicitly 
with him, viewing him as “one of us” who sacrifice their lives for art. It is not the reward of “the 
world” that these artists seek (for the audience has ignored it, and the reporter only deigns to 
grant it a disdainful smile), but the “force of naked nature itself” that can only be expressed after 
having endured “terrible anguish and insecurity.” 




doomed to pay for his artistic creations with his life. By telling both stories through an 
intradiegetic narrator, Akutagawa highlights the importance of “morbid geniuses” not only as 
creators, but also as models, as narratives for future artists. It is not only the sacrifice of the 
unknown painter of “Numachi” that is valuable, but the effect it has on the narrator of the story, 
and his self-recognition in the painting. The character of the art reporter, as derisive as ignorant, 
highlights with his insensitivity the special bond that joins the narrator with the tragic unnamed 
painter. 
 
4.3 Visionary Hallucinations 
The narrative of the “morbid genius” is built around a specific set of 19th-century 
European authors, whose biographies embody the tragic destiny of the abnormal artist, and who 
become quasi-martyrs of art. The story “Kappa” (“The Kappa,” Kaizō, March 1927),37 a text 
with clear Swiftian overtones like those analyzed earlier in this chapter, makes the religious 
overtones of this narrative explicit. The text is presented as the transcription of the words of 
“mental patient No. 23” at “S Mental Hospital at X Village in a Tokyo suburb” (ARZ 14:102). 
The patient claims to have visited a city “not in the least different from the Ginza” inhabited by 
the supernatural beings, and has been interned because of “early-onset dementia” (ARZ 14:170). 
Like “Mensura Zoili” or “Fushigi na shima,” “Kappa” can be read as a satire of the Japanese 
literary scene of the 1920s: the police brutally censor a musical performance because they cannot 
understand it (ARZ 14:122), and the kappa's “publishing house workshops” mass produce seven 
million books a year by feeding paper, ink and powdered “asses' brains” into a machine that spits 
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them out as books (ARZ 14:124). 
The kappa poet Tokk, a long-haired “free lover,” contends that artists must be “supermen 
who transcend good and evil,” and invites the narrator to an artists' “Superman Club,” which 
turns out to be a locale where self-appointed “supermen” artists have sex and get drunk (ARZ 
14:115). After Tokk kills himself with a pistol, a suicide blamed on “chronic stomach trouble” 
and “weariness” (ARZ 14:148), the narrator learns of the kappa “Life Religion” (seikatsukyō). 
Kappa temples celebrate as “saints” the figures of Strindberg, Nietzsche, Tolstoy, Doppo, 
Wagner, and Gauguin, celebrating their lives “of terrible suffering” and their attempts 
(successful or not) at suicide. In the kappa religion, then, it is the combination of artistic 
creativity and psychological abnormality that earns these figures the condition of “saints.” “If 
Nietzsche had not become insane (kichigai),” explains the old kappa that guides the narrator 
through the Grand Temple, “he would not be accounted a saint” (ARZ 14:155). 
The same underlying narrative appears to be behind the following dialog at a May 1927 
event in Niigata,38 where Akutagawa stopped on his way back to Tokyo after a series of lectures 
in Hokkaidō.39 The mention of Vincent van Gogh's (1853-1890) short career prompts this 
exchange: 
Akutagawa: Saitō40 said van Gogh suffered from mania. 
Shikiba:41 There are many theories. Since it's part of my job, I think epilepsy is one of 
                                                 
38 “Niigata de no zadankai” appeared in the local journal Geijutsu jidai, no. 3. Quoted from Kuzumaki Yoshitoshi 
(ed.), Akutagawa Ryūnosuke miteikōshū, Iwanami shoten, 1968, pp. 421-433. The page numbers after the quotes 
refer to this edition.  
39 Akutagawa had been touring together with the fellow writer Satomi Ton (1888-1883), to promote the recently-
launched series of “one-yen books” (enpon) Gendai Nihon bungaku zenshū (Complete Works of Contemporary 
Japanese Literature, Kaizōsha, 63 vols., 1926-1931). 
40 Saitō Mokichi (1882-1953). Psychiatrist and tanka poet. He treated Akutagawa and other authors like Uno Kōji 
(1891-1961). 




the theories that makes more sense. Epilepsy has a strong hereditary character. Riese42 
and others say it is a form of the epilepsy described by Kleist.43 Jaspers44 says it was 
early onset dementia, others say paralytic dementia. 
Akutagawa: Is that so? What did Strindberg have? 
Shikiba: People say paranoia. 
Akutagawa: Maupassant was a textbook case of paralytic dementia, right? 
Shikiba: Exactly. We have a diary of his illness. 
Akutagawa: And Nietzsche was also mentally ill. 
Shikiba: Yes, many geniuses are. 
Akutagawa: In that case, rather than preventing mental illness, we should do our utmost 
to promote it. Saitō also said that I could develop early onset dementia.45 Lombroso's 
theories are weird (okashii), right? (428)  
“Many geniuses have tragic endings,” adds Akutagawa not much later in the conversation. 
Besides being a testimony of how up to date Japanese psychiatrists were on the latest 
“pathographies” produced in Germany on 19th-century Western artists, the dialog shows the 
facility with which Akutagawa connects cases as different as van Gogh's, Maupassant's, 
Strindberg's and Nietzsche's, and how quick Shikiba is to recognize the “morbid genius” 
narrative that the series of names is pointing at. More interestingly, Akutagawa proposes an 
explicit re-evaluation of morbidity as a positive feature for the artist, by calling for a “promotion” 
of mental illness as a means to create more artistic geniuses. It is interesting how Akutagawa 
timidly inserts himself into the genealogy of morbid artists, by remarking how his psychiatrist 
had warned him of the possibility of developing similar disorders, only to half-dismiss himself 
immediately by calling Lombroso's model “weird.” 
                                                                                                                                                             
2 vols.). 
42 Walter Riese (1890-1976), Vincent van Gogh in der Krankheit: ein Beitrag zum Problem der Beziehung 
zwischen Kunstwerk und Krankheit, München: Bergmann, 1926. 
43  Karl Kleist (1879-1960), Episodische Dämmerzustände: ein Beitrag zur Kenntnis der konstitutionellen 
Geistesstörungen, Leipzig: Thieme, 1926. 
44  Karl Jaspers (1883-1969), Strindberg und van Gogh: Versuch einer pathographischen Analyse unter 
vergleichender Heranziehung von Swedenborg und Hölderlin, Bern: E. Bircher, 1922. 




The conversation continues with Akutagawa claiming Natsume Sōseki's figure for the 
series of “morbid geniuses”: 
Akutagawa: Master Sōseki had paranoid delusions too. He would often get angry, saying 
that people were speaking ill of him on the other side of the wall. Once he threw a lamp 
into the brazier. […] It's strange that this side of his personality isn't talked about more. I 
guess somebody will publish a book on this side of the Master soon, but it's a fact that he 
had a morbid personality. Once, when he was at a concert, he turned to a foreign woman 
seated next to him and asked her with a serious expression: “Are you wood?” 
Hatta:46 When I read books about mental illness, I end up thinking I have all the 
symptoms they describe. 
Akutagawa: I doubt myself as well, when I read books on mental illness. Saitō tells me I 
shouldn't read them. Makes you wonder: what is normal? (430) 
Again, the conversation turns from biographical anecdotes about a “morbid genius” (although 
the anecdotes reported about Sōseki are significantly milder than the cases of Van Gogh or 
Maupassant mentioned earlier, it is obvious that Akutagawa wants to incorporate the Japanese 
writer into the same genealogy) to the interlocutors projecting the narrative onto themselves by 
searching for the same symptoms they find in the medical literature. Later, discussing the subject 
of hallucinations (sakkaku), Shikiba explains that “children have them the least often, then 
normal adults, then mental patients. Some people say intelligent and creative individuals have 
just as many.” Akutagawa replies: “That's probably true. One could say mental patients are the 
most evolved humans. (Everybody is silent for a while.)” (423). Reversing the implicit fear of 
regression and degeneration that motivated studies like Lombroso's, Akutagawa creates a 
narrative in which the facility of mental patients for hallucination, for abnormal perception, ties 
them in with “creative individuals” as a mark of higher evolution. At no point does he refute the 
pathological conditions of these unique modes of perception, embracing rather their morbidity as 
                                                 





a proof that these abnormal features are the proper mark of a genius. 
Hallucinations are the main motif of several of Akutagawa's late works which explore the 
most terrifying side of the artist's potential for abnormal perception. “Shinkirō” (“Mirage,” Fujin 
kōron, March 1927)47 opens with the narrator taking Mr. K,48 who is visiting from Tokyo, and 
his neighbor Mr. O49 to see mirages at the coast of Kugenuma (Kanagawa). However, the 
expected mirages do not materialize, leaving them disappointed. After K leaves, the narrator, his 
wife and O go for an evening stroll on the beach. Walking in the darkness, the narrator describes 
several experiences of sensory confusion: a discarded bathing shoe that the light of a match 
makes look like the foot of a drowned person, a jingling sound that turns out to be a bell attached 
to a child's toy, and some others. 
The story lacks any conventional dramatic action, and is structured around the 
accumulation of confounding experiences the narrator goes through. Or, rather, around the ironic 
contrast between the lack of abnormal sensory experiences when the narrator seeks them, and 
their abundance when he does not. No matter how long the characters wait, looking at the sea 
while lying on the sand, no mirages materialize. On the way back, however, the narrator starts to 
sense “an eeriness in the very sunshine itself - something unexplainable indeed.” A couple they 
observe watching the sea in front of them seem to appear immediately behind them, and the 
ominous Doppelgänger effect does not fail to unsettle the narrator, even after realizing that they 
are looking at different people who are simply dressed in a similar fashion. By the end of the 
                                                 
47 Translation by Beongcheon Yu, “The Mirage,” Chicago Review, vol. 18, no. 2, 1965, pp. 54-59. 
48 Critics do not agree on the possible identity of this character. 
49 Generally identified with painter Oana Ryūichi (1894–1966), who did cover illustration work for Akutagawa's 




story, it takes only “a short man briskly coming towards” the narrator to trigger memories of 
“hallucinations” experienced in similar evening strolls. All these experiences prompt the 
characters to reflect that just like “with a lighted match, you can notice lots of things,” “a lot of 
things are lurking beyond the threshold of our consciousness, too” (ARZ 14:99). Their original 
plan of searching for mirages over the ocean seems childish and naive, compared to the endless 
succession of unsettling moments they can experience just by looking into the darkness beyond 
the light of a match and “the threshold of our consciousness.” 
If a simple night walk can prompt this series of borderline-abnormal experiences in the 
narrator it is because of his particular morbid state. In a “pair of black ruts made by an ox cart” 
on the sand the narrator feels “something oppressive,” as the tracks seem to him “the indelible 
marks of genius.” “I'm afraid I am not yet my normal self,” he reflects, “I get so easily 
overwhelmed even by such things as wheel tracks” (ARZ 14:92). Mentioning “the indelible 
marks of genius” connects the unsettling events of the night to the unique perception of the 
morbid artist, and gives the hallucinations a deeper, and more distressing meaning, as symptoms 
of psychological abnormality. 
The themes of “Shinkirō” would find a fuller expression in the later work “Haguruma” 
(“Spinning Gears,” Bungei shunjū, October 1927), 50  which follows the narrator as he 
experiences increasingly unsettling moments through random urban encounters that his growing 
paranoia gives increasingly menacing meanings to. The fact that the narrator is repeatedly 
identified with the author, through references to his previous works and even several self-
quotations, combined with the fact that “Haguruma” was one of the pieces left by Akutagawa to 
                                                 




be published posthumously, has traditionally overdetermined the readings of the piece as a 
factual account of the author's mental state in his last days. 
“Haguruma,” however, has an obvious literary model in Strindberg's novel Inferno 
(1897),51 a book that describes the Swedish author's purported mental breakdown while he was 
living in Paris, after his divorce, from 1894 to 1897.52 “Haguruma” gestures freely towards its 
own intertextuality, including many explicit mentions of Strindberg's works, and even the 
character of a “neighborhood Swede who suffered from persecution delusion and whose name 
was actually Strindberg” (ARZ 15:79). The repeated presence in the text of many of the motifs 
already discussed in this chapter, allows for a reading of “Haguruma” as a conscious and 
calculated attempt to create a fictionalized Akutagawa Ryūnosuke within the genealogy of the 
“morbid genius.” 
The reason why the city is full of ominous connections for the narrator is again his 
particular nervous disposition, manifested in an abnormal sensory experience. The narrator 
describes himself as “as always, a bundle of nerves” (ARZ 15:71), and wishes “my nerves could 
be as steady as those of ordinary people!” (ARZ 15:74). Colors join together disparate objects 
such as taxis and book covers, lights and women's dresses. Sounds prompt endless associations, 
jumping through several foreign languages. A raincoat keeps reappearing wherever the narrator 
goes, like a stalker or a Doppelgänger. Feeling “the presence of something mocking me,” he 
                                                 
51 For a detailed analysis of the connections between the two texts, see Karlsson, Mats, “Writing Madness: 
Deranged Impressions in Akutagawa's "Cogwheels" and Strindberg's Inferno,” Comparative Literature Studies, vol. 
46, no. 4, 2009, pp. 618-644. 
52 There has been a rich discussion about the factuality of Strindberg's reported experience of insanity. Some critics 
contend that Inferno, written directly in French, was rather an attempt by the author to reinvent his public image as a 
“Symbolist,” once he realized that “Naturalism” was falling out of fashion in the literary circles of the French capital. 
See for instance Lagercrantz, Olof, August Strindberg, transtlation by Anselm Hollo, New York: Farrar, Straus and 




remembers having written in a coterie magazine: “I have no conscience at all – least of all an 
artistic conscience. All I have is nerves”53 (ARZ 15:53). 
The only moments when the narrator seems to find some peace is when he interacts with 
artworks or portraits of artists. He feels amused by a picture of Beethoven, “a typical image of 
the genius (tensai sono mono rashii) with hair sticking out in all directions” (ARZ 15:65-66). He 
finds? reading the letters of Mérimée54 helps him steel his nerves, and finds “a degree of peace” 
in identifying with “the protagonist's spiritual struggle” in Shiga's A Dark Night's Passing55 
(ARZ 15:62). Producing art brings him similar relief, for when he sits down to write a new short 
story: “My pen sailed over the manuscript paper with a speed that I myself found amazing [...] 
These were the times when my megalomania was at its most extreme. In my savage joy, I felt as 
if I had no parents, no wife, no children, just the life that flowed forth from my pen” (ARZ 
15:68). The description of the artist in creative flow has strong echos of Bakin and Yoshihide, 
protagonists of works analyzed in previous sections of this chapter. 
However, these moments of artistic ecstasy are rare in the text, and it does not take long 
for them to show their darker side. Thinking of Yoshihide, the narrator remembers his own 
aphorism “Life is more hellish than hell itself,”56 and he remarks, reading about the lives of 
                                                 
53 This is a modified self-quote from the collection of fragments “Boku wa” (“I”) published in the February 1927 
issue of the journal Roba (Donkey). 
54 Prosper Mérimée (1803-1870) was a French writer, best known for his 1845 novella “Carmen,” which inspired 
Georges Bizet's (1838-1875) last opera of the same name. The volume that the narrator of “Haguruma” reads is 
probably an English translation of his Lettres à une inconnue (Letters to an Unknown Woman, Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 
1873). 
55 An'ya kōrō, by Shiga Naoya (1883-1971) was serialized in the journal Kaizō between 1921 and 1937. This 
particular reference may be to the first part of the novel, published by Shinchōsha as a bound volume in 1922. 




poets in Taine's History of English Literature,57 how every one of them had an unhappy life: 
“Even the giants of the Elizabethan age – Ben Johnson, the greatest scholar of his day, had 
succumbed to such a case of nervous exhaustion that he saw the armies of Rome and Carthage 
launching a battle on his big toe”58 (ARZ 15:70). A stroll through the bookstore Maruzen offers 
a compact illustration of the mental processes that the contact with literature triggers in the 
narrator: 
I found a copy of Strindberg's Legends59 on the second floor of Maruzen Books, and 
skimmed through it a few pages at a time. It described an experience that was not much 
different from my own. Not only that: it had a yellow cover. I put Legends back on the 
shelf and pulled down another thick volume almost at random, but it too had something 
for me: one of its illustrations showed rows of gears with human eyes and noses. (The 
book was a German editor's compilation of pictures by mental patients.) In the midst of 
my depression I felt a spirit of defiance rising and I started opening book after book with 
the desperation of a compulsive gambler. Every single one of them, however, concealed 
some kind of needle to stab me, whether in the text or an illustration. Every single one? I 
picked up Madame Bovary, which I had read any number of times, only to sense that I 
myself was the bourgeois Monsieur Bovary.60 (ARZ 15:57) 
The transition between literature and mental abnormality is seamless in this scene. The narrator 
identifies himself as easily with the pages of Strindberg's Legends as with the “pictures by 
mental patients.” The particular terror of the scene derives from the repetition ad infinitum of this 
identification, as the narrator sees himself in every single book he pulls out of the shelves. The 
                                                 
57 Hippolyte Taine (1828-1893), a major French critic of the 19th century, wrote a widely-read three-volume 
Histoire de la littérature anglaise (Paris: L. Hachette, 1863). 
58 The anecdote appears in a conversation with Ben Jonson (1572-1637) recorded by the Scottish poet William 
Drummond of Hawthornden (1585-1649). In the 1920s the conversations had just been republished in a new modern 
edition: Patterson, Richard Ferrar (ed.), Ben Jonson's Conversations with William Drummond of Hawthornden. 
London: Blackie and Son, 1923. 
59 Legender (Stockholm: Gernandt, 1898) is a collection of autobiographical sketches. It was translated into 
Japanese by Hata Toyokichi (1892-1956) within volume 5 of Strindberg shōsetsu zenshū (Complete Novels of 
Strindberg, Shinchōsha, 1925). 





compulsion is perfectly understandable within the narrative of the “morbid genius.” To establish 
himself as an artist, the narrator needs to situate himself within the genealogy of morbid geniuses 
that line the shelves of Maruzen. With them he can feel joined in the “savage joy” of artistic 
creation, but also doomed to the hell of “nervous exhaustion.” In a later scene, the genealogical 
line is foregrounded anew when the narrator discovers that his copy of Dostoyevsky's Crime and 
Punishment includes by mistake pages of The Brothers Karamazov, accidentally opening it to a 
scene in the later novel: “It was the scene in which the devil torments Ivan. Ivan, and Strindberg, 
and Maupassant – and, here in this room: me...” (ARZ 15:77). Again, the power of the “morbid 
genius” narrative lies in ease with which the narrator can identify himself with the series of 
tormented writers, and share in their privileged position as artists, even if he also has to share in 
their suffering. 
 
4.4 Fated Heredity 
The power of the biographical narrative of the “morbid artist” is compounded in 
Akutagawa's case by his particular obsession with the dangers of heredity. The memory of his 
mother haunts many of his works, emphasizing the potential risks that lie within the spaces of 
psychological abnormality that the “morbid genius” exploits to produce his art. The short piece 
“Tenkibo” (“Death Register,” Kaizō, October 1926)61 develops the motif of the writer's heredity 
through the memorialization of the deaths of Akutagawa's mother, sister and father. It is the 
figure of the mother that dominates the text throughout. She is described as a “madwoman” with 
“a tiny face on a tiny body […] always ashen and lifeless,” who painted pictures with 
                                                 




watercolors in which people “always had fox faces” (ARZ 13:234). Since she never cared for her 
child, and he thus has very few memories of her, most of her section is taken up with a 
description of her funeral. The figure of the mother appears again, however, in the section 
devoted to the author's sister Hatsuko, who died suddenly just before he was born. When 
imagining what she would look like in the present, had she not died, the narrator pictures her 
looking “like my mother […] blankly puffing away on her pipe,” and feels that “there is a 
fortyish woman somewhere – a phantom not exactly like my mother nor this dead sister – 
watching over my life” (ARZ 13:238). Uncertain whether this image is “the effect of nerves 
wracked by coffee and tobacco” or “the work of some supernatural power giving occasional 
glimpses of itself to the real world,” the narrator nevertheless cannot shake off the image of his 
insane mother, both in his few memories of his actual mother, and in the imagined figure of the 
sister he never knew.  
Other works offer fuller descriptions of the interplay between artistic sensibility and 
psychological development. Subtitled “Aru seishinteki fūkei-ga” (“A Mental Landscape”), 
“Daidōji Shinsuke no hansei” (“Daidōji Shinsuke: The Early Years,” Chūō kōron, January 
1925)62 is an attempt at an artistic Bildungsroman, a sketch that Akutagawa had originally 
planned to expand “three or four times” (ARZ 12:59) but eventually decided to abandon. Devoid 
of all semblance of a plot, the text is organized around six fragments (“Honjo,” “Cow's Milk,” 
“Poverty,” “School,” “Books,” and “Friends”) that explore the eponymous protagonist's feelings 
and experiences around several formative moments of his childhood and college years, before 
“he became the author of several books.” The guiding leit-motiv throughout the piece is the 
                                                 




central role of art, and particularly literature, in shaping Shinsuke's sensibility and experience of 
the world. Shinsuke “learned everything he knew from books – or at least there was nothing he 
knew that didn't owe something to books” (ARZ 12:53).  
Growing up in the streets of Honjo Ward (currently the south of Sumida Ward) in Tokyo, 
the protagonist's contact with nature is limited to “blossoming roof-top grasses and spring clouds 
reflected in puddles,” but he “opens his eyes to natural beauty” thanks to reading books such as 
Tokutomi Roka's (1868-1927) Shizen to jinsei (Nature and Life),63 and John Lubbock's (1834-
1913) The Beauties of Nature.64 From his urban environment and his readings, Shinsuke 
develops a particular love for a “nature that lived subtly, faintly amid the artificiality of human 
civilization” (ARZ 12:39), a nature, that is, always filtered through artistic representation. His 
relationship to his social environment is mediated by books as well. The protagonist reads avidly 
from the Chinese classic Shui hu zhuan (Water Margin)65 and haiku masters from the Genroku 
period (1688-1704), to 19th-century European classics like Goethe, Dostoyevsky, Gautier, 
Balzac and Tolstoy. His only way of relating to fellow human beings, “to learn about […] their 
loves, their hatreds, their vanities,” is to read “books, and in particular the novels and dramas of 
fin-de-siècle Europe.” Most importantly, it is in the books he reads that he “discovered his own 
soul,” that he gives expression to in a diary he calls “Diary without Self-Deceit,” “in imitation of 
                                                 
63 Shizen to jinsei (Min'yūsha, 1900) was a very popular collection of short pieces on natural scenes and landscapes. 
It was translated into English as Nature and Man in 1913. 
64 The Beauties of Nature and the Wonders of the World We Live in (London: McMillan, 1892) was aimed at 
fostering an appreciation of the natural world in the public, through the popularization of scientific knowledge. 
Akutagawa's story describes the protagonist reading a Japanese version of it, which would have to be an edition 
published by Kin'irosha in 1905, translated by Masaoka Geiyō (1881-1920). There would be another translation later 
(Shunjūsha, 1923) by Yoshie Takamatsu (1880-1940). 
65 The 14th-century adventure novel attributed generally to Shi Nai'an (dates uncertain). The text was widely 
available in early 20th-century Japan particularly in a translation by Takizawa Bakin and Takai Ranzan (1762-1838) 




the writer Kunikida Doppo”66 (ARZ 12:45). Shinsuke thus not only derives his understanding of 
the natural and the social world from books, but his very identity as an individual (and as an 
artist) is built upon literary models. 
In contrast with his rich reading life, the protagonist is described as a lonely child who 
cannot form friendships with fellow students he considers his intellectual inferiors. He is 
criticized as “bookish” for prizing “the power of the mind over the power of the flesh,” 
“frivolous” for prizing “the beautiful over the useful,” and “arrogant” for refusing to 
“compromise his beliefs in deference to others” (ARZ 12:50). The discussion of his miserable 
social life is ambiguous in the sense that it is full of pain and anguish, but it is also explicitly tied 
with his eventually becoming an artist. It is as if all his literary-inflected experience comes with 
the price of a “desolate loneliness” that the budding writer must learn to endure. Shinsuke's 
stunted social abilities also find a counterpart in his figure as a “weirdly skinny little boy with a 
huge head.” 
The protagonist explains his “frail constitution” through the fact that his mother was too 
sickly to breast-feed him, and he had grown up on “cow's milk.” Shinsuke can only overcome 
this sense of physical inferiority, a certain mix of hereditary determinism and vaguely sexual 
anxiety (manifested in the boy's jealousy when he sees his young aunt breast-feed a neighbor's 
baby), after hearing of the story of Romulus and Remus, famously suckled by a female wolf 
while babies, the eventual mythical founders of Rome. After that, having been brought up on 
cow's milk becomes “a point of pride” for the character, once he has been able to find a suitable 
narrative for his own perceived abnormality. 
                                                 
66 Shinsuke's diary's title, Mizukara azamukazaru no ki, is derived from Doppo's (1871-1908) Azamukazaru no ki, 




“Aru ahō no isshō” (“The Life of a Stupid Man,” Kaizō, October 1927),67 a text 
published posthumously like “Haguruma,” is Akutagawa's longest attempt at a complete artistic 
Bildungsroman, organized around fifty-one fragments that follow the life of a writer. Although 
written in the third person, it contains, like “Haguruma,” an abundance of references to 
Akutagawa's biography, and it has been generally read as a last attempt of the author to make 
sense of his own life before his suicide. On the other hand, the text is, like the better part of 
Akutagawa's works, very far from a simple diary-like transcription of events, and deploys a full 
array of rhetorical tropes and intertextual references to construct the image of the author whose 
life is being narrated. There is even a moment of mise en abyme, when the main character of 
“Aru ahō no isshō” “finishes writing” an autobiography also called “Aru ahō no isshō” (ARZ 
16:65), highlighting the artificiality of the narrative frame that folds into itself like a Moebius 
strip. 
Rather than with the biological childhood of the main character, like “Daidōji Shinsuke 
no hansei,” the text opens with a fragment titled “The Era.” High up on a ladder at the Maruzen 
bookstore, he is scanning the shelves, looking for “newly-arrived Western books: Maupassant, 
Baudelaire, Strindberg, Ibsen, Shaw, Tolstoy, ...” In the series of names of 19th-century 
European authors, the character sees “not so much an array of books as the fin de siècle itself. 
Nietzsche, Verlaine, the Goncourt brothers, Dostoevsky, Hauptmann, Flaubert...” From high up, 
surrounded by “the fin de siècle itself,” “the clerks and customers moving among the books” 
seem “strangely small – and shabby,” and prompt the character to reflect that “Life is not worth a 
                                                 




single line of Baudelaire”68 (ARZ 16:38). 
This scene presents the aesthetic world within which the protagonist has created his 
persona as an artist, the genealogy of the modern “morbid genius” embodied in the authorial 
narratives these names stand for metonymically. Entering this genealogy allows him to 
understand the value of “a single line of Baudelaire,” a privilege that implicitly separates him 
from the “small” and “shabby” people below. The references to the main character's aesthetic 
education through art are countless in the text. A volume of reproductions of Van Gogh allows 
him to sense “the vivid presence of nature” and gives him “a whole new way of looking at the 
world” (ARZ 16:42). He sees natural scenes “exactly like a Cezanne landscape” (ARZ 16:56). 
He identifies himself with “the lies that Strindberg wrote to his lover” (ARZ 16:51) and the 
suffering of Mozart. 
The protagonist may feel elevated by his participation in this aesthetic world, but is also 
conscious of the risks that this height brings with itself. His particular artistic sensibility provides 
him, in the words of the nineteenth section of the text, with “man-made wings” with which he 
can fly higher, “dropping ironies and smiles upon the shabby towns below,” but at the same time 
he cannot help but be reminded of the myth of Icarus, and know that he too would “plunge to his 
death in the ocean when his man-made wings were singed by the sun” (ARZ 16:48). The same 
aesthetics of “the fin de siècle itself” provide the protagonist a language to explain the reason for 
this risk. After his meeting with “a painter,”69 the main character sees “his own most vulnerable 
self” in “a stalk of corn: the way it stood there armed in its rough coat of leaves, exposing its 
                                                 
68 This line can be read as a self-quotation of sorts, based on Akutagawa's discussion of Mori Ōgai's historical 
fiction in the section titled “Master Mori” of Bungeiteki na, amari ni bungeiteki na: “To be honest, rather than 
Anatole France's Jean d'Arc, I'd rather leave for posterity a line of Baudelaire” (ARZ15:171). 




delicate roots atop the mounded earth like so many nerves” (ARZ 16:50). He knows that the 
intensity of his aesthetic life must take its toll on his health and feels he is growing “gradually 
weaker, like the tree Swift saw so long ago,70 withering from the top down” (ARZ 16:63). 
Visiting a mental asylum, he catches in the inmates “a whiff of his own mother's smell” (ARZ 
16:39). 
The penultimate section of the text brings together these ideas in more specific terms, 
when a friend who has been institutionalized for mental illness71 tells the protagonist “You and I 
are both possessed by a demon […] the demon of the fin de siècle.” Remembering that “Gogol, 
too, had gone mad,” the main character feels how there is “a force governing all of them” (ARZ 
16:66). The doom of the “morbid genius,” contained in the fatal mark of his heredity, is the 
“force” that can connect the destinies of the protagonist, his insane friend, Gogol, and all the 
other artists that populate the pages of this story. This is the guiding motif of the text, and the 
theme that gives unity to its disparate fragments, an attempt to narrativize the tragic ambivalence 
of the abnormal world of the artist.  
 
4.5 Christ as Poet. The Poet as Christ 
Considering the importance of the “morbid genius” narrative in his work, it is not strange 
that Akutagawa's lasts texts before his death would explore the existential dimensions of that 
figure. “Saihō no hito” (“The Man from the West,” Kaizō, August 1927) was the last work 
Akutagawa published during his lifetime, and “Zoku Saihō no hito” (“The Man from the West: 
                                                 
70 Jonathan Swift is supposed to have once predicted his loss of mental faculties before death by saying “I shall be 
like that tree, I shall die at the top.” See Damrosch, Leo, Jonathan Swift: His Life and His World, New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2013, p. 460. 




The Sequel,” Kaizō, September 1927) was the very last text he wrote before committing suicide. 
Through fifty-nine fragmentary vignettes, these two texts present an idiosyncratic retelling of the 
life of Christ. Existing scholarship has interpreted them almost universally as documents that 
diagnose the author’s mental state in the last days before his suicide, and has attempted to 
discern from them how genuine or orthodox was Akutagawa's interest in Christianity.72 I want to 
propose an alternative reading of these pieces, focusing on how the figure of Christ is employed 
to embody the “morbid genius,” and what that figure gains from its connection to the Passion 
narrative. 
In “Saihō no hito” Akutagawa not only qualifies Christ repeatedly as a “poet” and 
“journalist,” but also refers to authors such as Strindberg, Goethe and Poe as “christs that came 
after him.” This connection is established by identifying the Holy Spirit with the mental 
pathologies associated with the “morbid genius.” Christ becomes thus an example of the 
misunderstood artist, a “superfool” (chō-ahō) that pays with his life and sanity for his 
superhuman creativity. At the same time, artistic labor gains a spiritual dimension in the “eternal 
search for transcendence” that Akutagawa discovers in the life of Christ and his artist followers. 
Akutagawa opens the first section of “Saihō no hito,” “Ecce Homo,” with the following 
declaration: “About ten years ago, I was artistically in love with Christianity, especially 
Catholicism” (ARZ 15:246).73 The adverb “artistically” (geijutsuteki ni) has prompted many 
discussions on whether Akutagawa was genuinely interested in Christianity as a religion, or 
merely as a superficially decorative backdrop for his fiction. In my reading of the text, I want to 
                                                 
72 For a review of the current scholarship on the piece, see Kevin M. Doak, “The Last Word?: Akutagawa 
Ryūnosuke's ‘The Man from the West,’” Monumenta Nipponica, vol. 66, no. 2, 2011, pp. 247-255. 
73 Translation by Kevin M. Doak and J. Scott Matthews, “The Man from the West” and “The Man from the West: 




try to avoid viewing aesthetics and religion as an exclusive duality in which the presence of one 
element must imply the absence of the other, and instead try to understand them together. It is 
precisely by reading the life of Christ through the prism of the 19th-century “genius theory” that 
Akutagawa could put forward an understanding of both art and religion as a total experience for 
the artist, not unlike the artistic ideal that Bakin searched for in “Gesaku zanmai.” 
Akutagawa's particular understanding of “the Holy Spirit” is the key to connecting the 
life of Christ with the “morbid genius” narrative. In the third section of the text, he describes it as 
follows:  
The Holy Spirit is not necessarily that which is called “the sacred.” It is simply that 
which eternally seeks transcendence. Goethe was in the habit of referring to it as the 
Daemon, and he always added a warning not to allow oneself to become possessed by 
this Holy Spirit. But the children of the Holy Spirit—all christs—run the risk of being 
possessed by it. The Holy Spirit is neither a devil nor an angel. And it certainly is 
something different from a kami. Sometimes we catch a glimpse of it passing along 
beyond good and evil. Beyond good and evil—yet Lombroso, for better or worse, 
discovered the Holy Spirit in the brains of the mentally ill. (ARZ 15:248) 
To begin with, Akutagawa makes an explicit point to expand the definition of “the Holy Spirit” 
beyond what is conventionally considered “religious” (“the sacred”), and extend it to the idea of 
“seeking transcendence.” By following this with a mention of Goethe, he gestures as well 
towards two implications: that artists (and in particular writers) also have concerned themselves 
like Christ with this “search for transcendence,” and, conversely, that Christ is being interpreted 
not only as a single unique individual, but as a paradigm that a particular kind of artists (“the 
children of the Holy Spirit—all christs—”) have followed. The section ends by referring to the 
theory that genius is a form of mental illness made famous by Lombroso, implicitly equating 
“the Holy Spirit” with genius. 




(ARZ 15:258), declares Akutagawa in “Saihō no hito,” establishing a direct link between his 
interpretation of the “morbid genius” and the role of the Holy Spirit. The same delicate “nerves” 
that mark the neurasthenic as a “man of culture,” and serve as proof for the morbidity of the 
artistic genius, are the site of Akutagawa's mode of transcendental experience. This is also what 
makes it possible to talk of writers as “christs” as well. Conversely, Christianity is described as 
“the morally edifying literature created by Christ” (ARZ 15:282), and Christ is also referred to as 
a writer:  
He was a journalist as well as a character within journalism—he was the author of short 
stories called “parables” while also serving as the protagonist of the novel-like biography 
that is called the “New Testament.” We are likely to discover that this kind of thing is 
also true about many christs. Christ was one of those writers who cannot help putting 
their own lives in the index of their works. (ARZ 15:282-283) 
As this quote shows, Akutagawa uses “journalism” as a synonym for literature. In his late critical 
writings, like the aforementioned Bungeiteki na, amari ni bungeiteki na or “Bungei zatsudan” 
(“Literary Miscellany,” Bungei shunjū, January 1927), Akutagawa often uses “journalism” 
paired with “poetry” to refer to literary writing in general. A section of Bungeiteki na, amari ni 
bungeiteki na titled simply “Journalism” explains the connection as follows: 
No matter how much I write, I will not run out of things I want to say. In this sense I 
think I am like a journalist. That is why I consider professional journalists my siblings. 
[…] In the end journalism is nothing more than history. […] History in the end is 
biography (denki). And biography does not differ much from the novel. There is no clear 
difference between an autobiography and an “I novel.” If we forget for a moment Croce's 
theory and take lyrical poetry and the like as exceptions, literary writing is journalism. 
(ARZ 15:178) 
A later section in the same series titled “The Call of the Wild” goes further in his use of the term, 
calling himself a “journalist” as well: “I do not create my works to perfect my character. Neither 
do I create them to reform the current social system. I create them simply in order to complete 




204). Qualifying Christ as a “journalist,” then, does not separate him but rather connects him to 
the world of artists. 
As “morbid geniuses,” Akutagawa's “christs” pay for their unique expressive abilities 
with a shorter life span than normal. The section titled “A Man of Life” describes Christ as living 
his life “most quickly [...] like a candle trying to burn itself up. His deeds and journalism were, in 
a word, the wax tears of this candle” (ARZ 15:277). In the same manner, the lives of other 
“christs,” “like the lives of all who have genius,” are also lives that “burned with passion” (ARZ 
15:272). By reading the short intense lives of “christs” against the backdrop of the Passion, 
Akutagawa is giving a symbolic meaning to the evolutionary narrative that underlies Lombroso's 
model. An early death is not proof of biological unfitness, but of a qualitatively different life. It 
is because of the fact that Christ did not grow “into an old prophet in the shade of some giant fig 
tree,” but suffered his violent Passion instead, that “Christ reveals to us his eternally young face” 
(ARZ 15:277). As in the case of the morbid aspects of genius, this feature is interpreted as an 
essential source of expressive power for these “christs,” ultimately a source of unique value for 
their lives and their works. 
Reading Christ as a morbid artist, however, does not mean limiting the interpretation of 
the biblical narrative to a mere “aesthetic” surface. Akutagawa recognizes the revolutionary 
potential of the New Testament, highlighting both in his narrative of Christ and of future “artistic 
christs” an essential conflict with the society of their times. According to the section “The Child 
of the Holy Spirit,” Akutagawa's Christ is a “bohemian of the ancient world” whose “way of life 




genius”74 (ARZ 15:254). In a different section, Akutagawa goes so far as to call Christ a 
“communist” whose “genius took flight and he had no concern for the things of tomorrow” 
(ARZ 15:278). Other “christs” are described in similar terms, like Edgar Allan Poe, “certainly 
better received in France than in America,” proving that “all christs have been unwelcome in 
their hometowns” (ARZ 15:259). August Strindberg's rebellion “against his own family” is 
described as “both his misfortune and, at the same time, his happiness. With Christ too it was 
likely no different” (ARZ 15: 251). Like the mad poet imagined in “Hysteria,” “christs” become 
the laughingstock of their “fellow villagers” who cannot understand their unique powers of 
expression. Being shunned is the “misfortune” and their “happiness” because it contributes to 
their tragic lot, but also reinforces the idea that their visions have a unique value that is beyond 
the comprehension of common people. 
It is ambiguous to what extent Akutagawa deviates here from the understanding of Christ 
as a figure with a universal appeal. He calls his “journalism” “a source of consolation for the 
poor and the enslaved” (ARZ 15:289), but he also laments that in the temples built to Christ after 
his death one “can still hear his sigh [...] ‘Why do you not understand?,’” a fate he shares with 
“all the christs who died wretchedly after him” (ARZ 15:284). The question is ultimately left 
open, as it perhaps must be, since the “morbid christ” narrative is built on this essential 
separation from the genius from conventional life. Akutagawa's paradoxical explanations seem 
to imply that Christ's message, while potentially universal, is available in its full value only to 
those who are, “just like the travelers on the road to Emmaus, unable to live without seeking 
                                                 
74 Doak and Matthews consistently translate the Japanese word “tensai” as “heavenly gifts,” reading the characters 
that compose it literally as “heaven-bestowed talent.” I have chosen to render “tensai” as “genius,” in order to 




Christ, who sets our hearts on fire” (ARZ 15:289). 
All these features lead Akutagawa to describe Christ, and by extension “all christs,” as “a 
superfool constantly dreaming of the future” (ARZ 15:279). The term “fool” (ahō) appears often 
in Akutagawa's late work, like in “Aru ahō no isshō” or in “Kappa,” where Magg's collection of 
aphorisms “Words of a Fool” is made of lines from Akutagawa's own Shuju no kotoba. It is then 
not strange that “Saihō no hito” would refer to the artist-Christ it portrays as a “fool” as well. 
Upgrading him to a “superfool” (a play on the Nieztschean idea of “superman”) is for 
Akutagawa a way to point out the contradictory duality of the morbid genius: a “fool” because of 
the mental abnormality that the genius is doomed to suffer, but a “superfool” because it is this 
abnormality that sets the genius on a unique creative path unattainable to the “healthy” common 
folk. 
Akutagawa's retelling of the life of Christ enriches the “morbid genius” narrative with 
new meaning through the model of the Passion. By identifying the Holy Spirit with the 
pathological qualities of artistic genius, Akutagawa both creates a distinctive narrative of Christ 
as an artist, and adds a new dimension to the lives of the “christs that came after him,” whose 
sacrifices take on a revolutionarily spiritual meaning. Far from opposing each other, religiosity 
and artistic creation find a common space in the figure of the “morbid christs” who throw 
themselves into their poetry and “journalism” as total experiences, and who guide the few 
“travelers on the road to Emmaus” who understand their value. 
 
4.6 Conclusion 
On July 26, 1927, two days after Akutagawa's death, the evening edition of the Ōsaka 




According to the statistical study of Dr. Rogers75 in America, geniuses tend to be healthy 
in body and mind. His conclusion: they do not go mad, do not commit suicide, rarely 
suffer from tuberculosis. That means Akutagawa Ryūnosuke and Uno Kōji76 are not 
geniuses. When making his calculations, how did he separate geniuses from common 
people? Did he count those who did not kill themselves or go mad as geniuses? Leaving 
aside the question of whether he was a genius or not, there is no doubt Akutagawa was a 
literary man (bunshi). Is there not a statistical tendency for literary men to commit suicide 
and for politicians to be assassinated? The head of a bank branch may kill himself, and a 
lecherous widower may be killed. But if one compares over a long time the numbers of 
people of the same profession and class, the numbers of dead men of letters and of killed 
politicians are larger. If we told Dr. Rogers of Ōkubo,77 Itō,78 Hoshi,79 Hara,80 Tōkoku,81 
Bizan,82 Takeo,83 Waihan,84 and Ryūnosuke, maybe he will give us a better explanation 
than the “genius theory” does of the tendency for suicide.85 
The ease with which the anonymous reporter combines the American medical study on the health 
of geniuses (one of the many prompted by the enduring popularity of Lombroso's model in the 
popular imagination) and the question of the value of Akutagawa as a “man of letters” points to 
the centrality of the “morbid genius” narrative in the public image of the writer. 
                                                 
75 I have been unable to trace who the article may have been referring to. 
76 Uno Kōji (1891-1961). Close friend of Akutagawa's, who was also being treated by Saitō Mokichi. He was 
interned in a mental institution from 1927 to 1933. 
77 Ōkubo Toshimichi (1830-1878). Meiji statesman assassinated for his role in crushing the Satsuma Rebellion of 
1877. Together with Saigō Takamori and Kido Takayoshi/Katsura Kogorō, he was one of the “Ishin no sanketsu” 
(“Three Great Heroes of the [Meiji] Restoration”) 
78 Itō Hirobumi (1841-1909). Meiji statesman assassinated in Harbin (China) by a Korean independence activist, 
while Resident-General of Korea. 
79 Hoshi Tōru (1850-1901). Meiji politician assassinated while being tried for corruption. He was posthumously 
cleared of all charges. 
80 Hara Takashi (1856-1921). First commoner appointed Prime Minister of Japan. He was assassinated by a 
Japanese right-wing activist while in office. 
81 Kitamura Tōkoku (1868-1894). Writer in the Bungakukai group who commited suicide. 
82 Kawakami Bizan (1869-1908). Writer in the Ken'yūsha group who commited suicide. 
83 Arishima Takeo (1878-1923). Writer in the Shirakaba group who committed suicide together with his lover, 
journalist Hatano Akiko. 
84 Nomura Waihan (1884-1921). Philosopher who committed suicide together with his lover Okamura Umeko. 
85 Reproduced in Miyasaka Satoru (ed.), Akutagawa bungaku no shūhen. Akutagawa Ryūnosuke sakuhinron shūsei 




Through the fictional works analyzed in this chapter, Akutagawa developed a strong 
image of the artist as a character formed in a world thickly mediated by art. Far from providing a 
stable and harmonious environment, that artistic experience opens up a world of “lucid nerves” 
that manifests itself in psychological abnormality. Heavily marked by the experience of his 
mother's madness, Akutagawa must have felt more than most of his contemporaries the weight of 
the potential for insanity that this model of the artist implies. At the same time, however, 
participating in this narrative allowed him to recognize himself as a modern author within a 
complex web of relationships with critics, publishers and readers. The deep ambivalence that 
underlies his portraits of writers and painters, always struggling with the demands of art as an 
activity that involves “the totality of life” (zen shōgai), shows both the allure and the anxiety 









On April 29 1930, Shimada Seijirō (1899-1930) died of tuberculosis at a privately-run 
mental hospital in Kōshinzuka (Sugamo, Tokyo), where he had been locked up for six years. In a 
sense, Shimada had been the perfect embodiment of the “morbid genius” tale, coming out of 
nowhere to write the first bona fide mass bestseller of modern Japan, Chijō (The Earth, 1919), a 
four-volume novel about a youth from the provinces that aspired to become a political leader and 
fight for social justice. He would never build on his sudden success, however, and quickly 
descended into a spiral of megalomania and bizarre behavior, including a much-publicized 
scandal involving the apparent kidnapping of a female high-school student fan of his. He had 
been the proverbial “candle trying to burn itself up,” a fall as meteoric and spectacular as his rise. 
Even though his writings were never incorporated into the canon, the life of the Taishō literary 
wunderkind stayed in the public’s mind and Tensai to kyōjin no aida (Between Genius and 
Madness, Kawade shobō, 1962), a fictionalized biography of Shimada, would earn Sugimori 
Hisahide (1912-1997) the 47th Naoki Prize thirty years later. At the time of Shimada's death, 
however, the “morbid genius” narrative had lost much of its strength in the struggles over the 
literary field of modern Japan, and was far from the powerful generating discourse it had been 
over the 1910s and 1920s. 
One reason for the decline of this narrative was the evolution of the discourses of 




superseded, and new models like psychoanalysis were gradually being popularized in the 1920s 
(two different editions of Freud’s complete works appeared in 1929).1 Psychoanalysis's interest 
in the psychopathologies of everyday life challenged the clean separation between “normal” and 
“degenerate” that the genius theory was built upon, and took away the veneer of uniqueness that 
gave the genius's psychological abnormality its privileged value. Explaining ordinary lapsus and 
other oddities as symptoms of underlying psychoneuroses, psychoanalysis normalized the 
morbid into a feature of the “common people” that the genius had always been defined against. 
Within this new understanding of human psychology, a survey like “Watashi no hentai shinri” 
(“My Abnormal Psychology”), analyzed in the first chapter of this dissertation, could have been 
sent to any person, and would not be understood as a question to be posed exclusively to artists. 
Another reason was the growing involvement of writers in mass culture, through mass-
circulation magazines and the nascent cinematic industry. Once their value as artists had been 
established in the public mind, literary authors would moderate or even abandon their 
performative association with the “morbid genius” narrative as they participated more actively in 
movie-making, a practice where the idea of a single genius creator is diluted in the technical 
demands of collective production. Tanizaki Jun'ichirō, for instance, famously abandoned the 
serialization of his novel Kōjin (The Mermaid, Chūō kōron, January to October 1920) to devote 
himself fully to film production with the Taishō Katsuei Studios (known commonly as Taikatsu). 
He would work as a screenwriter on four different films, before Taikatsu failed under financial 
pressure and was absorbed by the rival Shōchiku Kinema. In 1926, Kawabata Yasunari (1899-
1972) collaborated with the director Kinugasa Teinosuke (1896-1972) in the script for the avant-
                                                 





garde film Kurutta ichipeiji (A Page of Madness).2 Akutagawa Ryūnosuke tried his hand at 
writing for film as well, publishing two short pieces in 1927 that he labelled “scenario”: 
“Asakusa kōen” (“Asakusa Park,” Bungei shunjū, April 1927) and “Yūwaku” (“Temptation,” 
Kaizō, April 1927). 
The growing presence of literary writers in the mass media points to the normalization of 
literature as an essential part of the cultural repertoire of the new Japanese middle class. There is 
no better illustration for this phenomenon than the complete sets of Kaizōsha's Gendai Nihon 
bungaku zenshū (Complete Works of Contemporary Japanese Literature), neatly arranged in the 
bookshelf that the publisher provided to all their subscribers so they could display the 63 
volumes of the collection elegantly arranged in their living rooms. Once literary writing had 
become professionalized to that extent, it was possible to be “a normal writer,” even if it had 
taken an elaborate performance of being “an abnormal writer” to reach that position. 
Once writers became professionalized, the narrative of the “morbid genius” became 
naturalized into the figure of the modern author. While the number of “artist novels” decreases 
noticeably in the late 1920s, the driving motifs of the fictional artists that populate the narrative 
fiction of the 1910s stay very much alive. One could argue that it was the extensive discussion of 
the unique perception of the artist in the previous decade that created the conditions for 
Yokomitsu Riichi (1898-1947), Kawabata Yasunari (1899-1972), and others in the coterie 
journal Bungei jidai (Literary Age, 1924-1927) to make sensation (kankaku) a central concept in 
their understanding of literature. When Chiba Kameo presents this new current in his 
“Shinkankaku-ha no tanjō” (“The Birth of Neo-Sensationism,” Seiki, November 1924) as 
                                                 




standing on “the peak of a privileged visual field” (tokushu na shikai no zetten) he is building on 
the motifs that the medicalized discussions of artistic expression established in the 1910s. 
Another example could be Kajii Motojirō (1901-1932), who in spite of his brief career 
ensured himself of a place in the canon of the Japanese short story with classics such as “Remon” 
(“Lemon,” Aozora, January 1925). Kajii's work stands in open dialogue with the earlier fiction of 
Satō Haruo and Akutagawa, but there is a conspicuous lack of artist characters in his texts. The 
interest in the representation of morbid perception, on the other hand, remains strongly in them. 
From “Remon” to his last piece, “Nonki na kanja” (“The Carefree Patient,” Chūō kōron, January 
1932), the driving motif in his fiction is how his tubercular protagonists (Kajii himself suffered 
and died of TB) explore the unique window into the world that their sick nerves offer them.  
The “morbid genius” narrative was born with strong implicit racial, class, and gender 
biases. In the studies of Lombroso, geniuses are always exclusively white, male and generally of 
a higher social status. The same happens with the medical literature on neurasthenia as an illness 
of “men of culture.” As the texts analyzed in this dissertation have shown, Japanese authors 
wrestled with the racial and class dimensions of this narrative, in order to create a place for 
themselves as non-Western individuals and, in some cases like Itō Ken (as discussed in the first 
chapter of this dissertation), reconcile their proletarian beliefs with the latent anti-democratic 
currents of this particular performance of authorial identity. In the Japanese negotiations with 
this narrative, there is, however, a discernible lack of contestation of the gendered qualities of the 
“morbid genius.” While most of the accusations that Nordau heaved upon 19th-century European 
art (nervousness, hypersensitivity, synaesthesia, etc.) were reclaimed as positive features by 
Japanese authors in the 1910s, the indictment of being “feminizing” was not one of them. 




“feminization” for their public personae, but this gender divide clearly affected the reception of 
contemporary female writers like Tamura Toshiko (1884-1945). In works like “Ikichi” 
(“Lifeblood,” Seitō, September 1911), “Ma” (“The Demon,” Waseda bungaku, February 1912), 
“Rikon” (”Out of Body Experience,” Chūō kōron, May 1912), and many others, Tamura 
explored many of the same motifs of morbid perception as the writers examined in this 
dissertation. Her public persona as a writer, however, developed through a narrative far removed 
from the “morbid genius.” While similar experiments in the description of abnormal psychology 
would earn male authors like Tanizaki praise as signs of a privileged eye for the darker corners 
of the human psyche, Tamura's works were generally read as “natural” expressions of her 
feminine sensuousness, denying her the possibility of placing herself in the same genealogy of 
artists as her male counterparts. 
Okamoto Kanoko (1889-1939) provides another interesting example of this gendered 
divide. Her interest in the artistic possibilities of morbidity is evident from her debut work 
“Tsuru wa yamiki” (“The Sick Crane,” Bungakukai, June 1936), based on the last days of 
Akutagawa Ryūnosuke, and later texts like “Hana wa tsuyoshi" (“A Floral Pageant,” Bungei 
shunjū, June 1937) or “Kingyo ryōran” (“A Riot of Goldfish,” Chūō kōron, October 1937), that 
explicitly thematize death and abnormality as sources for artistic creativity. Okamoto herself had 
had some first-hand acquaintance with mental illness (she had been hospitalized with a mental 
breakdown in the 1910s), but she never exploited this experience in her public persona as an 
author, as if her condition as a woman had more to lose than to gain from claiming mental 
abnormality as a defining characteristic. 
Gendered limits notwithstanding, in this dissertation I have shown why the “morbid 




themselves as authors in the 1910s and, in the process, effectively shaped the Japanese literary 
field. To begin with, and thanks to the established popularity of neurasthenia as an “illness of 
civilization” in the 1900s, claiming psychological abnormality allowed them to present 
themselves as radically modern. Additionally, and connected to the previous point, medicalized 
analyses of modern art such a Lombroso's and Nordau's provided a consistent genealogy of 
morbid Western artists into which aspiring Japanese writers could insert themselves, 
participating in this way in the privileged position of modern classics such as the works of 
Maupassant, Strindberg, and so many others. Read as instruction manuals for how to be a proper 
“modern artist,” these medical analyses provided authors with a complex language to connect 
artistic expression to individual sensory experience, and to legitimize the value of their works on 
the purported uniqueness of their morbid experience of the world. This notion of artistic value 
predicated on the unique nature of the author allowed writers to participate in the nascent mass 
cultural market, while retaining a sense of artistic worth unchallenged by the vagaries of 
economic success. Even after the specific medical language of the “morbid genius” was 
superseded by later discourses, this author-centric model of value decisively shaped the field of 
literature in modern Japan (aesthetically, commercially and academically), and established 
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